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I can guess what you're thinking: You don’t have time to read this book. 

Perhaps you have a scrap of paper somewhere in your bag or your 
junk drawer or on the back of an envelope on your desk that looks an 
awful lot like the cover of this book. Perhaps seeing this scattered old 
To Do list hit with a pang, a reminder of one more thing that you, too, 
forgot you really need To Do. And though you may like the idea of 
finding time for work, love, and play in your life, maybe you're a little 
resigned. A little angry, even. Youre living life in fast forward. Your 
inbox is overflowing. Your days feel scattered in bits and fragments of 
what feels like Time Confetti. And maybe you think this is just the way 
life is. 

That’s at least what I thought. 

It took reporting this book to change my mind. 

That’s not to say change isn’t hard. It is. If living a Good Life, be- 
cause that’s what we're really talking about, were easy, we wouldn't need 
to be reminded that there’s more than just getting to the end of the day, 
washed up on our couches like shipwreck survivors with barely enough 
energy to order takeout, throw chicken nuggets at the kids, then grope 
around the cushions for the remote and click on the TV. We wouldn't 
need stories to help us puzzle through what living a Good Life means. 
And no one would feel compelled to obsessively click on those breezy 
listicles online or snap up the magazine articles extolling the ten ways to 
take back your time, the seventeen tips to reclaim your day, or the nine 
habits of the world’s most productive people. 

When I decided to take on this book, I wanted to know why it’s so 
hard to change. I wanted to understand why things are the way they 
are, why Americans work such long hours, why there are virtually no 
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policies or laws that support working families, why women still carry 
the heavier load at home, even as they take on breadwinning roles at 
work, and why we think leisure is just a big waste of time. And I wanted 
to know how it could be better. | wanted to find hope. 

I went out in search of answers in what Harvard psychologist Erik 
Erikson called the three great arenas that make for a Good Lite: Work, 
Love, and Play. The book became a chronicle of what I found and the 
journey I took from the chaos of living fast, feeling breathless, and 
stuck in a storm of swirling Time Confetti, to moving closer to Time 
Serenity. 

I’m a journalist and a writer. I'm not a guru. So this is not a book of 
self help. And yet there is a lot in it that is helpful. That’s why, for this 
edition, we inserted the words “How to” into the title so readers would 
know that the book may start in Overwhelm, but it doesn't stay there. 
Because I did find hope. At the end of each section are short “chapter- 
lettes,” as I came to call them, on Bright Spots where the ground is al- 
ready shifting: Workplace cultures that are changing to give drained 
workers time to live full lives, and are seeing better results. Couples 
seeking to more fairly share their work and home lives. And places 
where making time for leisure, for friends, for family, play and rest, is 
just part of an ordinary day. 

I wrote this book to shake things up, and to start a conversation 
about how we work and live. Since the book came out, some readers 
have reached out to tell me that it’s also changing their lives. Some have 
started Overwhelmed Mitigation Groups, OMGs, to help each other 
knit together their scraps of Time Confetti. They've begun to catch 
themselves, they told me, when they unconsciously begin to brag about 
how busy they are. Some are joining campaigns to advocate for better 
policies. Others are trying to be more mindful. One man wrote that, 
until he heard me talk about the book, he’d never questioned why he 
worked six days a week to impress bosses who worked even more. He 
quit. He found another employer who pays him the same, gives him 
more paid vacation time, and expects him and everyone else to finish 
their work and be out the door by 5:30. Now he likes his job and is doing 
better work. He sees his wife more. He’s sleeping better. And he even has 
begun to give himself permission to leave the smartphone behind and go 
fishing every now and again on weekends, something he'd always felt 
too busy to do before. “Your book inspired me to seek a better life.” 
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Maybe you don’t have time to read this book. Or at least not the 
whole journey from Time Confetti toward Time Serenity. And that’s 
okay. You can read the chapters about the things that are most bugging 
you, or that you're most curious about. Or read the Bright Spots chap- 
terlettes for inspiration. Or listen to the audiobook. Or begin by down- 
loading the summary from my website. For the seriously time starved, 
flip to the Appendix in the back for a brief digest of what I learned 
about how to find time for work, love, and play. There are many ways to 
read this book. There are many ways to live a Good Life. The important 
thing? 

Just start. 


PART ONE 


LiMt COW FETA 


ele TEST OFERE 


Time is the soul of this world. —Pythagoras 


It is just after 10 a.m. on a Tuesday and I am racing down Route 1 in 
College Park, Maryland. The Check Engine light is on. The car tax sticker 
on my windshield has expired. The cell phone Ild just been using to 
talk to one of my kids’ teachers has disappeared into the seat crack. And 
I’m late. 

I screech into the crowded University of Maryland parking garage 
and wind ever higher until I at last find a spot on the top deck. My 
palms are sweating. My breath is shallow. My heart races and I feel 
slightly sick. I throw the car into Park, fumble ineptly with the parking 
ticket machine, and race down the stairs. 

Only later, in revisiting this frantic day in my memory, will I realize 
that the sky had been that poignant shade of autumn blue and the 
leaves tinted with red. But as I live it, the stress hormones coursing 
through my veins tense my entire body and collapse my vision into a 
narrow, dizzying tunnel. Because I am filled with dread. 

This is the day I have been avoiding for more than a year. Today, 
I am meeting with John Robinson, a sociologist who for more than a 
half century has studied the way people spend their most precious, non- 
renewable resource: time. Robinson was one of the first social scientists 
in the United States to begin collecting detailed time diaries, counting 
the hours of what typical people do on a typical day, and publishing 
scholarly tomes summing up the way we live our lives. For his pioneer- 
ing work, his colleagues call him Father Time. And Father Time has 
challenged me to keep a time diary of my own. 
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He told me that his research proves that I, a hair-on-fire woman 
struggling to work a demanding full-time job as a reporter for The 
Washington Post and be the kind of involved mother who brings the 
Thanksgiving turkey for the preschool feast and puts together the fifth- 
grade slide show, have thirty hours of leisure time in a typical week. 

Today, he is to dissect the mess of my time diaries and show me 
where all that leisure time is. I feel as if I am a bug, pinned on a speci- 
men tray, about to be flayed and found wanting. 

Because this is how it feels to live my life: scattered, fragmented, 
and exhausting. I am always doing more than one thing at a time and 
feel I never do any one particularly well. I am always behind and 
always late, with one more thing and one more thing and one more 
thing to do before rushing out the door. Entire hours evaporate while 
I’m doing stuff that needs to get done. But once I’m done, I can’t tell 
you what it was I did or why it seemed so important. I feel like the Red 
Queen of Through the Looking-Glass on speed, running as fast as I can— 
usually on the fumes of four or five hours of sleep—and getting 
nowhere. Like the dream I keep having about trying to run a race wear- 
ing ski boots. 

And, since I had kids, I don’t think I’ve ever had a typical day. 

There was the morning my son tae kwon do roundhouse kicked me 
when I went to wake him up, which sent my coffee splattering over 
every single book on his bookshelf. I hurriedly wiped the pages dry so 
they wouldn't stick together and render the entire library useless. Which 
of course made me glaringly late for work and threw my plans for the 
day into the shredder. My sister Mary has these kinds of days, too. She 
calls them Stupid Days. 

There was the day when my husband, Tom, was overseas again and 
I flew in late to a meeting with school officials to discuss why our then- 
ten-year-old son, who knew more about World War II than I ever will, 
was floundering in fifth grade. I dragged along our second grader, still 
in her pajamas and slippers because she’d stayed home sick. And I ner- 
vously kept an eye on my BlackBerry because I was in the middle of 
reporting a horrific deadline story about a graduate student who'd been 
decapitated at an Au Bon Pain. 

Then there was the time when the amount of work I needed to do 
pressed so heavily on my chest that I’d said no when my daughter 
asked, “Mommy, will you please come with me on my field trip today?” 
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We'd been through this before, I told her. I couldn’t come with her on 
every field trip. Then her big blue-gray eyes started to water. I felt all 
the breath drain out of me. I thought, at the end of my life, would I re- 
member whatever assignment it was that seemed so urgent—I don’t 
even recall it now—or would I remember a beautiful day in the woods 
with a daughter who had been struggling with unexplained stomach- 
aches, was socially wobbly since her best friend moved away, and who 
still wanted me to be with her? I went. I spent three hours in the woods 
with her, guiltily checking my BlackBerry, then, after putting her to 
bed that night, went back to work for another four. 

I have baked Valentine’s cupcakes until 2 a.m. and finished writing 
stories at 4 a.m. when all was quiet and I finally had unbroken time to 
concentrate. I have held what I hope were professional-sounding inter- 
views sitting on the floor in the hall outside my kids’ dentist’s office, in 
the teachers’ bathroom at school functions, in the car outside various 
lessons, and on the grass, quickly muting the phone after each question 
to keep the whooping of a noisy soccer practice to a minimum. Some 
appliance is always broken. My to-do list never ends. I have yet to do a 
family budget after meaning to for nearly twenty years. The laundry 
lies in such a huge, perpetually unfolded mound that my daughter has 
taken a dive in it and gone for a swim. 

At work, I’ve arranged car pools to ballet and band practice. At home, 
I am constantly writing and returning e-mails, doing interviews and 
research for work. “Just a sec,” I hear my daughter mimicking me as 
she mothers her dolls. “Gimme a minute.” She has stuck yellow Post-it 
notes on my forehead while I sit working at the computer to remind me 
to come upstairs for story time. 

My editors can recount every deadline I’ve blown. My son, Liam, 
once recited every single one of the handful of honors assemblies or 
wheezy recorder concerts I'd missed in his entire life. I was even failing 
our cat, Max. I asked someone at the pet store what I could do to make 
him stop scratching up the carpets. “He thinks youre his mother. He’s 
showing he needs more attention from you,’ she'd said. “Can't you find 
time to play with him every day?” 

“Can't I just squirt water at him instead?” 

At night, I often wake in a panic about all the things I need to do or 
didn’t get done. I worry that I’ll face my death and realize that my life 
got lost in this frantic flotsam of daily stuff. Once, my sister Claire told 
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me that when you smile, it releases some chemical in the brain and 
calms anxiety. I have tried smiling. At 4 a.m. In bed. In the dark. 

It didn’t work. 

On some level, I know that who we are depends very much on how 
we choose to spend this ten minutes or that hour. I know from all those 
bumper stickers that this is my one and only life, and from the Romans 
that time flies. And I know from the Buddhists that we should embrace 
the moment. I wake with every good intention of making the most of 
my day—to do good work, to spend quality time with my children, to 
eat less trail mix, to stop driving off with my wallet on top of the car. 
But then one of the kids throws up, or the babysitter calls in sick, or the 
kitchen faucet starts gushing water, or some story breaks and every- 
thing collapses. 

I fast-walk across the University of Maryland campus like it’s Judg- 
ment Day. I’m hoping these hectic, tardy, and chaotic little scraps of 
time that I’ve been tracking will add up to a meaningful life. But as I 
rush into the sociology building where Robinson works, I’m more afraid 
they'll show anything but. I’m terrified that all the mess that I usually 
keep stuffed behind a friendly, competent, professional, if harried, 
veneer will come spilling out. 

“Sorry to be late,’ I apologize breathlessly. John Robinson just shrugs. 
He is, I would soon find out, no slave to the clock. He is seventy-four 
years old. Tall, thin, and stooped, he wears khaki pants, a canary yellow 
polo shirt, and sensible shoes. His long, wispy gray hair is styled in a 
Beatles mop top. Robinson leads me into a conference room, saying 
he’d rather meet here than in his office. (I would later discover why.) 

We sit. I reach into my backpack and pull out two little black Mole- 
skine notebooks, 33⁄4 inches wide by 5!/ inches long, crammed with 
crazy scribbles. Robinson had challenged me to track my time fully a 
year and a half earlier. I had been part of an internal work group at the 
Washington Post researching why so few women were reading the 
newspaper. “Maybe we should just hire them all babysitters,” one male 
editor had joked. But it was serious business. In previous eras, women 
were always among the most faithful newspaper subscribers. But these 
davs, only women of a certain age in retirement seemed to have the 
time. We began talking to women between the ages of eighteen and 
forty-nine and heard responses that all sounded something like this: 

“I read the paper, typically at midnight, in bed... I have no time in 
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the morning. I do everything in the house. I pay all the bills, take out 
the trash, I’ve got the dry cleaning in the car. So in the morning, when 
my husband is reading the paper, I’m in constant motion getting the 
girls to school and getting ready for work. Men are different. They could 
read the newspaper with piles of laundry all around them. I can’t.” 

One woman confessed that she canceled the paper because the un- 
read stack became a nagging reminder of all the things she hadn't been 
able to get to. “It’s just one more thing to feel bad about.” 

The internal working group, many of us mothers and caregivers fran- 
tically grabbing scraps of time to read the newspaper we worked for 
ourselves, soon learned that market researchers call our demographic 
“frenetic families.” It was my job to get the time-use data showing how 
busy and time-starved women are, particularly mothers. Not know- 
ing where to start, I Googled “time busy women,” and up popped John 
Robinson. 

When I called him, I told him we thought women were stretched 
too thin to read the newspaper. 

“Wrong, Robinson interrupted. 

“Women have time,” he said. “They have at least thirty hours of 
leisure every week. It’s not as much as men, but women have more leisure 
now than they did in the 1960s, even though more women are working 
outside the home.”! 

I blinked. Hard. I felt like I’d been clonged on the head with a fry- 
ing pan. 

I quickly ran through what I could remember of the previous week. 
I'd been up until some ungodly hour the night before making my son 
finish a homework project. I did have a day off for having worked a 
weekend shift, but I spent it avoiding doing the taxes by cleaning the 
oven, and on the phone with Apple customer service trying to figure out 
why all the icons on the Mac had turned into question marks. The only 
activities that, with some stretching, I would consider “leisure” were our 
usual Family Pizza Movie Night on Friday, a seventy-five-minute yoga 
class on Saturday morning, and a family dinner at a friend’s house with 
the kids in tow. There were the few minutes each night when I struggled 
to keep my eyes open long enough to read more than the same para- 
graph of a book. But thirty hours? 

“I don’t know what you're talking about,” I finally managed to sputter. 
“I don’t have thirty hours of leisure time every week.” 
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“Yes, you do,” he'd said. “Come and do a time study with me, and 
I'll show you where your leisure time is.” 


I put it off for months. Part of me wanted to prove Robinson was wrong. 
Some days I felt so overwhelmed I could barely breathe. But honestly, I 
was more afraid than angry. What if Father Time was right? What if 
he found that I was squandering my time? Frittering away those pre- 
cious Buddhist moments? Wasting my one and only life? What if I did 
have thirty hours of leisure and was simply too stressed out, disorga- 
nized, neurotic, or something to notice? 

Truthfully, I’ve never been good with time. A friend once stole my 
watch as we traveled through Asia after college and set it ten minutes 
ahead, so we wouldn't keep missing our trains. Another, shaking his 
head as I crammed writing seven incomplete term papers into the last 
week of college, told me, “You, my dear, spend time as if you had a 
discount.” As a kid, I constantly ran out the door with shoes and 
toothbrush in hand to get to school or to church. 

Working and becoming a mother had just pushed me over the edge. 

So I had to wonder, was it just me? Were other people more focused, 
better organized, or just plain better at figuring out how to make time 
to do good work, be a good parent, fold the laundry and, as our Decla- 
ration of Independence spells out, pursue happiness in their abundant 
leisure time? 

Į asked friends. ‘They asked their friends. I sent out queries to List- 
servs and on social media. “Looking for moms with leisure time.” I got 
answers back like this one: 

“If you find her, I think I’d probably put her in a museum, next to 
Big Foot, a Unicorn, a Mermaid and a politician who doesn’t play dirty. 
I honestly think the only moms who have leisure time also have ‘staff. 
I manage about 5 hours a week for working out, but that’s not really 
leisure—just less expensive than psychotherapy.” 

One friend counted fifteen hours of leisure a week. Another, stretched 
between her work as a psychotherapist in New York and caring for her 
busy toddler and her dying mother-in-law, didn’t even try. “What I 
would give for a bunch of Mormon sister wives or a few Muslim harem 
mates,’ she e-mailed. “So tired I cannot speak.” My friend Marcia re- 
minded me that our husbands made time for their monthly neighbor- 
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hood Del Ray Dads’ beer-drinking outings in the neighborhood, but 
that our attempts for a similar Moms’ night fizzled. Everyone was too 
busy. And, she said, even when she did have the occasional night out, 
her husband and kids continually called asking her where they needed 
to be or where they could find their stuff. “I feel like I never sit down,” 
said one mother of two who had recently quit her job as an attorney. 
“Except in the car.” Another mother said that if she found herself with 
a free moment, she spent it anxiously asking herself what she was for- 
getting. “I can’t seem to get myself to just relax and enjoy the moment,” 
she said. “I have to find something, anything, to do, because that’s 
what I’m usually doing—something.” 

When I read that some social scientists thought the time crunch 
was really an indulgent “yuppie kvetch,” I asked a friend who works 
with working-poor immigrant families if I could come to one of their 
monthly evening meetings. A group of about fifty people gathered in 
the cafeteria of the local high school. As I went from table to table, 
many explained how they cobbled together two or three part-time, 
low-paying jobs to pay the rent. They lived in apartments with two and 
sometimes three other families. They couldn't afford child care and 
shuffled their kids from an abuela to a neighbor to a TV set somewhere 
or hauled them along to work. They spent their time worrying about 
homework they didn’t understand and were too afraid to ever ask for 
time off to care for a sick child or meet with a teacher. Standing in front 
of the group, I asked them if they felt rushed and could never do in a 
day all the things they wanted and needed to do. All fifty hands shot 
up. I asked if they ever had time for leisure, to relax. They stared at me 
in silence. Finally, one woman responded in Spanish. “Maybe at church,” 
she said. “Or when I sleep.” 

As I began to think more about leisure time, I realized that I kept 
putting it off, like I was waiting to reach some tipping point: If I could 
just finish picking all the weeds, chopping the invasive bamboo, clean- 
ing out the crayons and shark teeth and math papers and toys and bits 
of shells and rocks and too-small clothes in the kids’ closets, buy more 
cat food, fix the coffeepot, complete this story assignment, pay these 
bills, fill out those forms, make that phone call, send this wedding 
present five months late—then I could sit down and read a book. As if 
leisure was something I needed to earn. Even when I seemed to have 
some free time, it was often for such a short period that I was at a loss 
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for what to do with it. So I just went on to the next item on the to- 
do list. 

As a kid, I remember losing myself for hours in imaginary worlds, 
playing with marbles or LEGOs or dolls or in the woods behind our 
house in Oregon. I remember playing the piano and long hours spent 
splayed across my bed reading. But I also remember that my mother, 
usually with a basket of laundry in hand, would come across me and 
sigh, “I wish I had the time to do that.” Did I somehow absorb the idea 
that becoming an adult, a mother, meant giving up time for the things 
that give you joy? 

I talked to mothers who said they both loved and dreaded the holi- 
days. They both longed for and loathed vacations. “So much work,” 
they said. And even when it appeared on the outside as if they were all 
having fun—going to the pool or taking a family bike ride—on the 
inside, they said, they were often preoccupied. They were thinking 
about the car pool they needed to set up, worrying about the home- 
work that was due, the groceries to buy, and all the while, taking emo- 
tional temperatures and making sure everyone else was happy. Their 
brains whirred in perpetual logistics mode. 

I thought of the stressed-out working mom Tina Fey played in Date 
Night. Her leisure fantasy? To be in a hotel room with clean sheets, 
completely alone, drinking a Diet Sprite. 


This is certainly not how the ancient Greek philosophers envisioned 
leisure. To them, living a life of leisure was the highest aim of a human 
being. True leisure, the Greeks believed, free from the drudgery of 
work, not only refreshed the soul but also opened it up. It was a time 
and a space where one could be most fully human.” I thought of my 
daughter, Tessa, whom I found one day sitting in a chair, hugging 
herself and smiling. “I just love feeling my soul,” she said. “Don’t you?” 

Most days, honestly, I felt like I didn’t have the time. If, as Ovid 
said, “In our leisure we reveal what kind of people we are,” what kind 
of person did that make me? It’s not that I didn’t want to refresh my 
soul. I just always felt too busy to get to it. 

“Ah,” Ben Hunnicutt, a leisure scholar at the University of Iowa, 
told me, when I made that confession to him. “One of the seven deadly 
sins. 
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Pd called him one morning to ask about leisure and found him 
playing a Mozart divertimento. He’d taken an hour-and-a-half walk 
after lunch with his wife and granddaughter the day before and chuck- 
led fondly at the memory of the poem they wrote about it. He was 
preparing for his evening singing group. He wasn’t sure how many 
hours he spends at leisure, but he makes time for it every day. 

I was still stung by his opening comment. “Busyness is a sin?” I 
asked. 

“In the Middle Ages, the sin of sloth had two forms,” he said. “One 
was paralysis, the inability to do anything—what we would see as lazy. 
But the other side was something called acedia—running about franti- 
cally. The sense that, “There’s no real place I’m going, but by God, I’m 
making great time getting there.’” 

To Hunnicutt, people in the modern world are so caught up in 
busyness they have lost the ability even to imagine what leisure is. He 
told me to read Walt Whitman’s “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” where the 
poet enjoins people to hit the road and “Let the paper remain on the desk 
unwritten, and the book on the shelf unopen’d! / Let the tools remain 
in the workshop! let the money remain unearn’d!” 

But all I could imagine was the house going into foreclosure if the 
mortgage “remained unpaid” and the faces of two crestfallen children 
running after me on that open road crying, “Mommy! Mommy! Come 
back!” i 

“Well, then,” he persisted, “what does leisure look like to you?” 

I paused. “A sick day.” 


Pd started keeping my time diary in the little black Moleskine note- 
books because my time was too unruly to shove into the orderly rect- 
angles of the time diary template John Robinson had given me. His 
Excel spreadsheet seemed simple enough: “What Did You Do?” and 
gave me a choice of about eleven different activities, like “Paid Work,” 
“Sleep,” “Housework,” and “Leisure.” But every activity seemed to bleed 
into every other one. And, because I always seemed to be doing more 
than one thing at a time, I had to create my own category: “Doing 
Anything Else?” 

I’d called Robinson in despair. I was at work. I was eating lunch 
at my desk. I was talking to him on one line and on hold with the 
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pharmacy on the other line trying to refill my son’s EpiPen prescrip- 
tion. I was working on a story on one computer screen. And on 
another, I was surfing the State Department website trying to figure 
out how to get a death certificate for my brother-in-law, who'd died in 
China. 

“What the hell kind of time is that?” T d asked. “Work? Housework? 
Child Care? Personal Care. All four?” 

Robinson told me to just keep a diary and he’d figure it out. 

The little black books, then, became confessionals, not only of what 
I did with my time but also how I felt about it. 

Sitting in the university conference room with Robinson, clutching 
my time diaries, I am seized by a sense of inadequacy. I wish the books 
showed that I got to bed early, flossed regularly, did exemplary work, 
never yelled at my children, and had finished scrapbooks for them. I 
wish they showed I lived the kind of wise, meaningful life that young 
girls would want to emulate rather than run screaming from. Instead, 
the little books are pockmarked and scrawled in different colors of 
ink, the result of being hauled around for more than a year from work 
to home to the sidelines of hockey and baseball games, wrestling car 
pool, neighborhood parties, Girl Scout camping trips, and flute, drum, 
and ballet lessons. One went through the dryer. They have been dragged 
to Target and to Starbucks, where I noted once with envy, Who ARE 
these people sitting around drinking coffee in the afternoon? 

The notebooks dutifully chronicle such embarrassments as the late 
bills and the time spent on the phone in crisis management mode 
because I put something off too long. They report the tedious hours 
spent dangling, on hold, waiting for the phone guy, the cable repairman, 
the plumber, or the man who promised to finally fix the dishwasher so 
ineffective we'd dubbed it the Delicate Flower. They noted the days I 
spent unshowered, in my workout clothes, meaning to get to the gym 
but never making it there. 

I had even recorded a session with a tarot card reader that my friends 
egged me into seeing at a neighborhood Halloween party. 


Spirit Card: Stagnation. Hmm. You're looking for something and you're 
feeling stuck. Draw a card and see what you can do about it. 
Setback. 


Oooh. Draw another. 
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Hermit. 
You need some time for yourself to be quiet. What can you do to give 
yourself that kind of time? Can you get up earlier? 


In tracking my time, I now know exactly how many minutes it can 
take to break your heart: seven. That’s how long it took for my daughter 
to tell me, in angry tears as I finally cut her too-long fingernails in the 
bathroom one evening, that I was always at the computer and never spent 
enough time with her. And that, when she grew up, she wanted to be a 
teacher. “Because then at least I'll be able to spend time with my kids.” 

In the conference room, hand still on my little black notebooks, I 
think of confetti. That’s how my life feels. Like time confetti—one big, 
chaotic burst of exploding slivers, bits, and scraps. And really, what 
does a pile of confetti ever amount to? 

John Robinson looks at me quizzically. 

I hold my breath and reluctantly slide the notebooks across the table. 

He squints at my spidery handwriting. 

“What’s this word?” 

I look. 

“Panic,” I say, reddening. “Wake in a panic.” 

I glance at the passage from Sept. 16. 


2 am-4 am Try to breathe. Discover that panic comes in the center of 
the chest—often in one searing spot. Fear in the belly. Dread just below 
that. The should haves and self-recrimination oddly come at the left 
shoulder. Worrying about money. Angry with myself that we can’t or 
don’t figure it out. Worried that I don’t spend enough time with my kids. 
That they’re growing so fast before my eyes, yet I’m missing it. 

Alarm off at 6 am. Up. Thankfully. Finally put the comforter cover 
on—it’s been crumpled up, clean, at the bottom of the bed for days. 


Robinson sighs. 
“Do you have anything less stream-of-consciousness?” 


John Robinson has been getting under people's skin for decades. Study- 
ing how people spend the 1,440 minutes in a day, Robinson has devel- 
oped some very fixed notions about human behavior. He insists that 
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although most Americans feel they're working harder than ever, they 
aren't. The time diaries he studies show that average hours on the job, 
not only in the United States but also around the globe, have actually 
been holding steady or going down in the last forty years. Everybody, 
he says, has more time for leisure.’ 

Instead, Robinson maintains that we “exaggerate” our work hours 
to show how important we are. His studies find that we sleep more 
than we think. We watch too much TV. And we're not nearly as busy as 
we seem to feel. Overworked Americans? Mothers coming home from 
work to the exhausting “second shift” of housework and child care? 
Children overscheduled? Everyone too busy for leisure time? Wrong. 
Wrong. Wrong. And wrong.’ 

It we don't feel like we have leisure, Robinson maintains, it’s en- 
tirely our own fault. “Time is a smokescreen. And it’s a convenient 
excuse,” he’d told me. “Saying, ‘I don’t have time, is just another way 
of saying, ‘I'd rather do something else.’ Free time is there. It’s just 
what you want to do with it.” 

What Robinson does not dispute is the fact that people feel that 
they have less time and lead frenetic, harried lives. He was the one, 
after all, who came up with a way to measure that perception—a ten- 
question “time crunch scale” that researchers all over the world now 
use. One question asks whether you feel your spouse doesn’t know you 
anymore. Another, if you just don't have time for fun. His studies have 
consistently found that those who feel the most crunched for time are 
women.” 

“Its very popular, the feeling that there are too many things going 
on, that people can’t get in control of their lives and the like,” he told 
me. “But when we look at people’s diaries, there just doesn’t seem to be 
the evidence to back it up. I’m not saying that people are lazy, but the 
numbers do not match up between what they say and what the diaries 
show. It’s a paradox. When you tell people they have thirty or forty 
hours of free time every week, they don’t want to believe it.” 

In his 1997 book, Time for Life, Robinson likens modern American 
culture to the aimless whirl of ants whose anthill has just been stomped 
on. The brainless rushing about makes us feel time starved, which, he 
writes “does not result in death, but rather, as ancient Athenian philos- 
ophers observed, in never beginning to live.”® 

Robinson's specialty, the science of measuring how people use time, 
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is barely a century old. For most of human history, people noted the 
passing of time by the transit of the sun, the chores that got done by 
sundown, the tides, the changing of the seasons. But with the rise of 
the clock and the coming of the industrial age, time-and-motion stud- 
ies on factory floors to boost the productivity of “stupid” manual work- 
ers became all the rage.’ Time became money. It could be earned, 
spent, or wasted. In the 1920s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
studied what farm wives did with their time and offered advice on how 
to do it more efficiently. The former Soviet Union was the first country 
to extensively use time diaries to measure collective-farm output and 
worker productivity as part of their central-planning efforts.® 

Robinson began measuring time in the 1960s. In 1972, he took part 
in a groundbreaking effort to collect time diaries in twelve developed 
countries around the globe. That’s when he got his first taste of how 
perceptions about time can be not only powerful but also power- 
fully wrong. Everyone assumed that American housewives, with all 
their time-saving appliances, would be freed from the drudgery of 
housework. Instead, the time diary comparison showed that they 
spent just as much time cleaning as did women without them, in 
Bulgaria.’ 

Hooked, he started running small-scale time-use studies himself. 
One was funded by AT&T because executives wanted to know how 
much time people were spending on the phone. (A lot.) The U.S. Envi- 
ronmental Protection Agency funded another in the 1990s to find out 
how much time people spent outdoors. (Not much. Less than 8 percent 
of their time, a statistic, he says, that they used to push for cleaner in- 
door air quality standards.) But people were skeptical of the value of 
studying time. In the 1970s and ’80s, when his research was funded by 
the National Science Foundation, Robinson said his work was scorned 
as a waste of taxpayer money. 

But over time, as Robinson and others were able to show that time 
diaries could describe patterns in human behavior in a way that other 
surveys and economic indicators could not, academics and govern- 
ments began collecting diaries and analyzing time as a matter of rou- 
tine. The International Association for Time Use Research now boasts 
upward of twelve hundred members diligently combing time diaries 
collected in more than one hundred countries.” And since 2003, eco- 
nomists at the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics have collected diaries 
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from more than 124,000 people for the American Time Use Survey, an 
annual $5 million-plus effort to track what Americans do with their 
time.” 

Some findings are obvious: Mothers, even those working outside 
the home for pay, still do twice the housework and twice the child care 
as fathers. If I didn’t already know that intuitively, that phenomenon 
was certainly showing up in my time diary: Saturday, 9-10:30 pm, Clean 
up after 11-year-old’s birthday party while husband smokes cigar on back 
patio, Other discoveries reflect what different cultures value or the forces 
that shape their lives: Robinson has found that people spend the most 
time walking in Spain, relaxing in Italy and Slovenia, and watching TV 
in Bulgaria. In the United States, people spend more time on comput- 
ers than those in other countries, volunteer more, and spend the most 
time taking care of children and aging adults.” 

Some time studies are now making their way into important policy 
discussions. Feminist economists have argued for years that unpaid 
housework and child care—the invisible “labor of love” known as 
women’s work—has intrinsic value. That domestic labor of women, 
they argue, has, for centuries, freed men to concentrate solely on paid 
work, kept economies humming and civilizations propagating. If time 
is money, they say, then documenting how much time women spend 
caring for children, the elderly, and the sick, driving car pools, oversee- 
ing homework, picking up dirty socks, washing dishes, and the like is 
one way to show its value.” In 2012, Colombia became the first country 
to pass a law to include a measurement of unpaid household work in 
their System of National Accounts." 


In the University of Maryland conference room, John Robinson pro- 
nounces my little black notebooks unreadable and slides them across 
the table back to me, unanalyzed. I had meant to type up the contents 
and analyze them myself first. But it was such a laborious process that 
I'd had time to make it through only one week. I pull out the sheets of 
neatly typed paper for the week of September 29 through October 5. 
Robinson takes them, pulls out a yellow highlighter, and hunts for 
leisure. 


He highlights every run, every 6 a.m. DVD workout in the bed- 
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room with the sound off so I won't wake the kids, every yoga class. 
Leisure. 

“Exercise is leisure?” I ask. “That feels more obligatory.” And, I want 
to add, it took nine years, Lexapro, a wicked bout of stress-induced 
eczema, and thirty extra pounds to figure out how to squeeze it into 
my day in the first place. 

“Exercise is leisure.” 

Every time I read the newspaper he swipes it with the highlighter. 

“But that’s my job.” i 

“Reading is leisure.” 

He finds an hour at midnight Wednesday when I was farting around 
on the computer, beating it roundly in a game of backgammon (okay, 
busted), downloading photos and e-mailing them to family, answering 
e-mails, and arranging for a cleaning service to come to my friends’ 
Jeff and Molly’s house because Jeff was battling stomach cancer and 
Molly was busy working to support the family while trying to figure 
out how to save Jeff’s life. Screeeeech goes the highlighter. 

Lying in bed for twenty minutes one particularly exhausted morning 
listening to NPR while trying to get out of bed. Leisure. 

“What? I was trying to get up! Shouldn't that be somewhere between 
sleep and personal care?” 

“Listening to the radio is leisure.” 

Friday Pizza Movie Night with the kids. Visiting my sick friend with 
the kids. Talking to a friend on the cell phone about her leisure time 
while taking my son’s bike to the shop for repairs with the kids. Leisure. 
Leisure. Leisure. 

To John Robinson and his yellow highlighter, Sunday, October 4, 
was a day filled with leisure for me. 

This is what it felt like to live: I'd spent the morning taking care of 
Jeff so that Molly and her kids could go to church. With minutes to 
spare to get my daughter to the Nutcracker audition she'd been begging 
to do, I pulled up to the house and discovered she wasn't ready to go. 
“We couldn't find her tights,” my husband said. 

“THEY'RE IN THE DRYER!” I'd yelled. “I TOLD YOU THAT 
BEFORE LLEFT?” 

Then, after grabbing the tights out of the dryer, flinging them at my 
daughter to put on in the car, and barely making her audition on time, 
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on the way home, the car died. I’d glided into a grassy median strip 
and called a tow truck. My daughter and I played tic-tac-toe and hang- 
man while we waited. For two hours. 

Screeeech goes the highlighter. 

“Wait a minute,” I say. “Waiting for a tow truck is leisure?” 

“Oh, you were playing with your daughter,” Robinson corrects him- 
self. “That’s child care.” 

“So if I were broken down on the side of the road by myself, that 
would be leisure?” 

es” 

Robinson does not highlight the best ten minutes of the day. Pd 
gone in to check on my then eleven-year-old son after family story time, 
like I do every night. It’s my favorite part of the day, when the storm 
systems of homework and chores and the craziness of the waking 
hours have convulsed, spent their energy, and passed. I lay down and 
he snuggled into my shoulder. 

“Mom, if you could have any superpower, what would it be?” 

“Hmm. I think Pd like to fly,” I said. “You?” 

“Td change into anything I wanted,” he said as he drifted dreamily 
off to sleep. “It I wanted to fly, I could change into a bird. I could be a 
deer. Or a crocodile.” 

Those fleeting and lovely minutes, Robinson classifies as child care. 

In the end, Robinson finds about twenty-eight hours of what he 
calls leisure for the week. 

“But they didn’t feel very leisurely,” I protest. 

“I just measure time.” Robinson shrugs. “I’m not a chronotherapist.” 

I'd been afraid I not only had no leisure time, but that Robinson 
would find that I didn’t work enough. Instead, we found I typically 
worked more than fifty hours a week, often at weird hours and in 
chopped-up chunks. (I get paid for working 37.5.) I slept an average of 
six hours a night, when you factored in longer weekend sleep time. If 
you counted worrying and yanking out gray hairs at red lights, I spent 
almost every waking hour multitasking. 

We found that I somewhat obsessively “tidied” in scraps of time— 
picking up the muddy shoes under the kitchen table, the jackets left on 
the floor, the junk mail that pours in—that added up to nearly an hour 
every day. And my guilt that I wasn’t spending enough time with the 
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kids? One week, when both they and the babysitter were sick and I 
worked at home, out of the seventy-three hours that my children were 
awake that week, I spent all but seven in their presence. It wasn’t all 
quality time, mind you. (“I love you. I’m working. Shut the door and go 
away.”) But I was there. 

I began to question everything I assumed was true about my life. 
Why did I feel I never did enough work? Why did I worry that I never 
spent enough time with my kids? Did I really need to keep the house so 
tidy? Why did I feel I didn’t deserve to relax until the to-do list was 
done? Why did every conversation I had seem to start with, “How are 
you?” “Fried.” “You?” “Same.” Were we, in proclaiming our frantic busy- 
ness, as Robinson insisted, just showing off? 

Why was my husband smoking a cigar while I was clearing up birth- 
day party stuff? Why did I feel he had a career while I just tried not to 
get fired? When we started out, Tom and I promised we'd be equal 
partners, and yet somehow we both automatically assumed that J was 
the parent who should take the kids to the doctors’ appointments, go 
on field trips, volunteer at the school book fair, and stay home when 
they were sick. Why? Why did I feel so guilty about working? Was it 
hormones? The way my brain was wired? Because I was defying the 
natural order? Or was I trying to prove to all the people who'd said, 
“Well, I'd never let anyone else raise my child,” that even though I used 
child care, I was raising my children, too? 

Robinson and I stroll over to the campus dining room for lunch. 
He never does much of anything in a hurry. Halfway through the meal, 
waiters come over to say the dining room closes at 2:30 and it’s 2:45. “I’m 
in no rush,” Robinson says. Oblivious of the waiters who are. 

I ask if he knows people who have found a way to knit scraps of time 
together into longer, smoother stretches to do meaningful work, spend 
quality time with their kids, partner, and family, and have found the 
space to refresh their souls. I thought of the psychologist Erik Erikson, 
who said, “The richest and fullest lives attempt to achieve an inner 
balance between three realms: work, love and play.” 

Where could I go to find that? I ask. Sort of a “Work, Love, Play” for 
the rest of us? 

He shrugs. He says that while he had always wanted to spend time 
with people in order to understand the “personal cosmologies” of the 
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modern American family, he’s never done it. He smiles wanly. “I’m 
better at crunching numbers.” 

He thinks. 

“You know,” he says. “If you really want to find out, you should 
come to the next IATUR conference.” 

TATUR 

“The International Association for Time Use Research. It’s in a few 
months.” 

“Where?” 

“Paris.” 


LEISURE IS FOR NUNS 


“Blorft” is an adjective I just made up that means “Completely 
overwhelmed but proceeding as if everything is fine and react- 
ing to the stress with the torpor of a possum.” I have been blorft 


every day for the past seven years. —Tina Fey, Bossypants 


Paris in July is hot. Swelteringly hot. I have come straight from the 
airport this morning to sit in a stew of sweat in the Amphithéâtre 
Jean Moulin in the Institut d’Etudes Politiques building by rue Saint- 
Guillaume. I nod off in a heavy haze of hunger, jet lag, and heat, 
listening to droning presentations on “time and squared time” and 
other incomprehensible technicalities of time study at the Interna- 
tional Association for Time Use Research’s annual conference. I am 
shaken from my drooling stupor when one speaker begins rattling 
off the results of a survey of two hundred working parents and time 
stress. 

Two-thirds of the working parents felt they didn’t get everything 
done in a day that they'd wanted to. 

Fifty-seven percent worried they didn’t spend enough time with 
their families. 

Nearly half felt trapped every day. 

If they needed more time, 60 percent said they cut down on sleep. 

And 46 percent said they had no time for leisure, even though it 
was what they most enjoyed. 

I assume she’s talking about workaholic, overachieving America. 
But she throws up a PowerPoint slide. This is Australia.’ 
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Then there’s Canada. The presenter, Helen Perkins, a social psy- 
chologist from Griffith University in Australia, says that in Canada, a 
survey of more than thirty thousand workers and working families 
found that nearly 90 percent reported moderate to high levels of “role 
overload”—meaning they were trying to do too many things at once to 
meet the demands of both work and life. Never mind play. 

This time pressure has enormous cost. In a massive government 
report, Work-Life Conflict in Canada in the New Millennium, Health 
Canada found that growing numbers of people are straining on the 
brink of role overload. More are depressed and anxious. As work 
weeks get longer and leisure time shrinks, people are becoming sicker, 
more distracted, absent, unproductive, and less innovative. All of that 
time strain cost businesses and the health-care system an estimated 
$12 billion a year in 2001 alone. “The link between hours in work and 
role overload, burnout, and physical and mental health problems,” 
according to the report, “[suggests] that these workloads are not sus- 
tainable over the long term.” 

I sit up straight and begin furiously taking notes. I had, as John Robin- 
son suggested, come to Paris to the IATUR conference. I had slapped 
together a hash of babysitters and overnights for the kids because Tom 
was overseas again, pulled out the thankfully not-quite-maxed-out Visa 
and, with a sense of exhilarated disbelief that I was really doing it, 
jumped on a plane to Paris. I was on a quest to find out if other people 
live in a frenetic shower of time confetti, or whether I, as John Robinson 
maintained, was just a nut. More, I wanted to find if anyone, anywhere, 
had figured out how to have time for all the elements of the Good Life. 
Who was doing meaningful work he or she loved, had ample time for a 
rich life and deep human connections outside of it, and refreshed their 
soul with leisure time? Who had work, love, and play wired? 

I page through the IATUR program, “The Timing of Daily Life,” 
and find strange comfort. I quickly see that I’m not the only one trying 
to get a handle on the contours of the crazy jangle of modern life, a 
state of being so intense that I had come to think of it as the Over- 
whelm. I know it’s not grammatically correct; Tina Fey’s “blorft” isn’t 
either. But that everything-all-at-once feeling that youre burning the 
candle from both ends and out the middle was just more than an ad- 
jective could handle. It demanded its own noun. 

In session after session, time researchers from around the globe 
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reported on rising levels of role overload for both women and, increas- 
ingly, men, the sense that life is speeding up at a breakneck pace and 
that, though they yearn for it, many people can’t seem to find an elu- 
sive moment of peace. “This is the hot topic in time research right now,” 
said Kimberly Fisher, a sociologist who studies time at Oxford. “A lot 
of researchers are struggling with role overload in their own lives. 
There’s great interest in trying to understand why time pressure is 
going up.” 

A whole new generation of time researchers has emerged, Fisher 
explained, and they no longer see time in the clean, well-lit rectangles 
of distinct activities that John Robinson has. Time is murky. Porous. It 
has no sharp edges. What often matters more than the activity we're 
doing at a moment in time, they have found, is how we feel about it. 
Our perception of time is, indeed, our reality. 

A number of time researchers even had lives that seemed a lot like 
mine. Janice Compton, a time-use researcher at the University of 
Manitoba, confessed she’d had trouble reading an e-mail I’d sent her 
“with my six-year-old jumping around trying to tell me about his latest 
Spider-Man battle.” 

In their presentations, social scientists were seeking to understand 
why so many people, Americans in particular, work such long hours, 
why women still do so much more housework and child care than men, 
even when they work full-time, and why women around the globe have 
yet to reach anything near parity in leadership in virtually every field, 
from academics and business to science and politics, even though they 
make up half the workforce in many countries, are increasingly more 
educated than men, and often outperform them. They lined up differ- 
ent countries to see if the overwhelm differed between social democra- 
cies with supportive family policies and those without them. Researchers 
puzzled over tallies that showed that even with such long work hours, 
parents—American parents in particular—are spending more and more 
time with their children. And they wanted to know why so few people 
around the world—women in particular, American women especially— 
report feeling they have so little time for leisure. One scholar even de- 
scribed women’s leisure as “minute vacations”—those fleeting moments 
to daydream or gaze at a sunset, perhaps, or as I did one night search- 
ing for my son’s bike helmet, to notice that the moon was uncannily 
beautiful.’ 
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A whole new field of research is beginning to look into why the 
overwhelm matters. At what point does role overload lead to burnout 
and fatigue at work? When does it begin to tax the family system? How 
much of it is required before a physical or emotional breakdown 
occurs? Some researchers are taking workers’ blood and saliva samples 
throughout the day to measure the telltale spike in the stress hormone 
cortisol when time pressure squeezes the body and mind. Entire pre- 
sentations laid out the inverse relationship of increasing role overload 
and declining birthrates all over the world, which means many societ- 
ies will soon have a worrisome surplus of old people and fewer young 
workers to support them. In the United States, the fertility rate began 
falling when the economic crisis hit in 2008, but it had already dropped 
among those with a college education to what some social scientists 
call the “crisis” level.’ Steven Philip Kramer, a professor of strategy at 
the National Defense University, warns that countries that fail to ad- 
dress gender equity, redefine traditional families, reform immigration, 
and pass government policies that help men and women more easily 
combine work and family “do so at their own peril.” 

The overwhelm, I was finding, was about so much more than just 
getting Mom a gift certificate to a spa to calm down or telling her to 
breathe deeply at stoplights (the advice I got). This was about sustain- 
able living, healthy populations, happy families, good business, sound 
economies, and living a good life. 

At coffee breaks, some women researchers, who struggled with role 
overload of their own, shared stories of their young daughters or female 
students who proclaimed to want anything but their own crazy busy 
lives. Although Facebook chief operating officer Sheryl Sandberg would 
soon tell them to Lean In to their careers and not throttle back on their 
ambition out of fear there wasn’t enough time to have both a career 
and a family, the researchers worried that many young women they 
knew already had. “My daughter decided to become a teacher. Not that 
she’s passionate about it, but she doesn’t see any other way to have time 
to work and have a family,” one researcher confided. “And she doesn’t 
even have a boyfriend yet.” (While teaching, with afternoon dismissals 
and summers off, can look appealing to time-starved outsiders, many 
an overwhelmed teacher works nights and weekends grading papers, 
planning lessons, meeting with students, and attending school functions. 
Richard Ingersoll, education professor at the University of Pennsylvania, 
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estimates that 40 to 50 percent of all teachers leave the profession 
within the first five years. Burnout is one reason why. Perhaps another, 
for those like the researcher's daughter, is disillusionment.)* I myself 
would soon get an e-mail from a talented colleague, frazzled with two 
young children, a demanding job, and a husband who routinely didn’t 
get home until 9 or 10 p.m. She announced she’d had it and was quit- 
ting to stay home with her kids. Her e-mail subject line: “Leaning Out.” 

As I pored over the time studies searching to understand why the 
feeling of being overwhelmed was on the rise, one central truth emerged 
clearly: When women began working in a man’s world, their lives 
changed completely. Yet workplace cultures, government policies, and 
cultural attitudes, by and large, still act as though it is, or it should be, 
1950 in Middle America: Men work. Women take care of home and 
hearth. Fathers provide. A good mother is always available to her chil- 
dren. But obviously, life isn’t so sharply divided anymore. And until 
attitudes, however unconscious, catch up with the way we really live 
our lives, the overwhelm will swirl on. Nowhere is that disconnect 
between expectations and reality more apparent than when a woman 
has a child. Time studies find that a mother, especially one who works 
outside the home for pay, is among the most time-poor humans on the 
planet, especially single mothers, weighed down not only by role over- 
load but also what sociologists call “task density”—the intense respon- 
sibility she bears and the multitude of jobs she performs in each of 
those roles.’ That’s the no-win feeling of overload Anne-Marie Slaugh- 
ter captured so perfectly when she wrote about resigning as director of 
policy planning at the State Department to be more available to her 
children. Her 2012 article in The Atlantic, “Why Women Still Can't 
Have It All,” became one of the most-read articles in the long, august 
history of the magazine and unleashed a torrent of pent-up rage and 
frustration around the world. 

But time studies are showing that more men, too, now want to Have 
It All—meaningful career and rich family life—and are finding out 
just how hard that is. Fathers are beginning to feel as much time stress 
as mothers, and in some cases, more.” The General Social Survey, a proj- 
ect of the National Science Foundation, which since 1972 has tracked 
the shifting opinions of Americans, has shown a steady rise in the num- 
ber of both men and women who say they “always” feel rushed. But 
by far the biggest change has been among fathers of young children. 
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Mothers in these intensive years of diaper changing, Cheerio flinging, 
and losing bottles under the seats until the car smells like a goat, have 
always been harried. When asked if they often had time to spare in 
2004, exactly zero percent of mothers with children under six said yes. 
But the number of fathers who felt harried nearly doubled from 1982 to 
2004, and a negligible 5 percent of fathers felt they often had time for 
leisure—far fewer than in previous years.’ “I think you might have hit on 
a new diagnosis: OBL,” Tom Smith, director of the General Social Survey 
at the University of Chicago’s National Opinion Research Center, said as 
I combed through the findings with him. “Overwhelmed by Life.” 

Technology spins that overwhelm faster. At the conference, research- 
ers sought to unravel how the explosive speed and sheer quantity of 
information, and the rapid and mystifying shifts in the economy and 
politics, and the uncertainty about the future, are swamping everyone. 

All those stolen glances at the smartphone, the bursts of addictive 
texting and e-mail checking at all hours with the iPhone, Android, or 
BlackBerry by the bed, the constant connection—even taking electronic 
devices into the toilet to shop'’—don't show up in time diaries. Yet that 
activity splinters the experience of time into thousands of little pieces. 
And living in an always-on technological haze leads to mental exhaus- 
tion. “People don’t have as much mental space to relax in a work-free 
environment. Even if something's not urgent, you're expected to be 
available to sort it out,” Oxford’s Kimberly Fisher explained one after- 
noon over coffee in a Paris bistro. “So even though checking your smart- 
phone and other gadgets at 11 p.m. doesn’t take up that much actual 
time, you feel you've never quite gotten away from work and had a 
chance to wind down.” 

In the United States, the time strain is intense. 

In their studies of the changing workforce, the Families and Work 
Institute, a nonpartisan research organization, has found that nearly 40 
percent of the American workers they surveyed, from the top to the bot- 
tom of the socioeconomic ladder, report feeling overworked. They work 
among the longest hours and the most “extreme” hours of any industri- 
alized country in the world.” Nearly one-quarter of those in the “golden 
years’ generation, those sixty-two and older and thought to be basking in 
leisure, said they still felt flattened by all the tasks they needed and wanted 
to do in a day. “Overwork is just our reality,” Ellen Galinsky, director of 
the institute, told me. “There’s this feeling of never-ending responsibility.” 
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Half of the workers they surveyed in 2008 felt there were too many 
tasks to complete in a typical workweek. Two-thirds said they didn’t 
have enough time for themselves or their spouses, and three-fourths 
felt they didn’t spend enough time with their kids. (This, even though 
both American mothers and fathers, including those who work full 
time, spend more time with their kids than parents in many other 
countries.!) Many said they worked on vacation, or failed to take it at 
all. The United States is the only advanced economy that doesn’t guaran- 
tee workers paid time off. Nearly one-quarter of all American workers get 
no paid vacation, most of them low-wage and part-time workers. And 
those whose companies do offer paid vacation get about fourteen days 
a year, far fewer than the twenty to thirty-day minimums, plus paid 
national holidays, for workers in other industrialized countries. Even so, 
nearly six in ten American workers say they don’t take all the vacation 
they've earned, putting the United States simultaneously at the bottom 
of the global list for vacation time offered and at the top of the list for 
workers who throw those vacation days away. The U.S. Travel Asso- 
ciation has come up with a term to describe the phenomenon: “work 
martyr complex.” An increasing number of workers reported feeling 
overwhelmed, in poorer health, overworked, depressed, angry at their 
employers for expecting so much, resentful of others they thought 
were slacking off, and being so exhausted that they were prone to mak- 
ing mistakes and doing lower-quality work.’ 

Even mothers who've opted out of the workforce to take care of 
home and children feel pressed for time. “I’ve interviewed a lot of moms 
who had quit working because they thought life would be much more 
leisurely. It wasn’t,” Galinsky said. “For women these days, your to-do 
list is always going . . . It’s being overwhelmed by everything you have 
to do and having that tape running in your head about it all the time.” 

That mental tape-loop phenomenon is so common among women 
it even has a name. Time-use researchers call it “contaminated time.” It 
is a product of both role overload—working and still bearing the pri- 
mary responsibility for children and home—and task density. It’s men- 
tal pollution, one researcher explained. One's brain is stuffed with all 
the demands of work along with the kids’ calendars, family logistics, 
and chores. Sure, mothers can delegate tasks on the to-do list, but even 
that takes up brain space—not simply the asking but also the checking 
to make sure the task has been done, and the biting of the tongue when 
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it hasn't been done as well or as quickly as you'd like. So it is perhaps 
not surprising that time researchers are finding that, while “free time” 
may help ease the feeling of time pressure for men, and in the 1970s 
Lelped women a little, by 1998 it was providing women no relief at all.” 

Relief from the overwhelm is exactly what the time researchers, ulti- 
mately, are looking for. As they tallied minutes, analyzed international 
time diaries, and talked “segmented regression analysis,” what the re- 
searchers in Paris said they hoped to discover were the keys to trans- 
forming the modern squeeze of endless, fractured work hours, frantic 
family time, and crappy bits of leisure time confetti into a blissful- 
sounding state they called . . . time serenity. 


Steeled with the knowledge that I am not alone, I eagerly head to a 
seminar about time stress and working families in the Netherlands, 
hoping to find some answers. 

In both the Netherlands and the United States, about 75 percent of 
all mothers with school-age children work outside the home.” But the 
majority of the mothers in the Netherlands work part-time, while the 
United States has among the highest proportion of mothers who work 
for pay full-time, and who return to full-time work within six months 
of having a child.” I’m curious to see if part-time work is the answer 
to the overwhelm. At least that’s what many stressed-out American 
mothers would like to think. The Pew Research Center found that 60 
percent of the working mothers they surveyed in 2007 said part-time 
work would be their ideal job situation, and that number held fairly 
steady after a bruising economic recession.” (Not so for fathers, how- 
ever. Fully 75 percent continue to say full-time work is their ideal.’!) 

So I am expecting Marielle Cloin, a researcher with the Institute for 
Social Research at the Hague, to report that these Dutch mothers work- 
ing part-time have it all figured out. 

She found, however, that people with more education felt more time 
stress than those with less education. She found that women felt more 
time stress than men. And those part-time working mothers? It turns 
out they felt the most time pressure of all. 

They worked fewer hours in paid work than men but more than 
made up for it in hours put in on the unpaid job of taking care of the 
children and the household. Leisure for part-time working mothers was, 
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like mine, scattered, and often interrupted by work, housework duties, 
or children. Men had more total leisure and enjoyed it in longer 
stretches of unbroken time.” 

“Tm afraid the ‘one and a half’ work model for families preferred in 
the Netherlands comes across quite badly when it comes to time pres- 
sure, she confesses to the group, referring to the prevailing family struc- 
ture of a full-time working father breadwinner and part-time working 
mother. I catch up with Cloin in the lobby after her presentation. I ask 
her why she doesn’t think part-time work is the answer that leads to 
time serenity. 

“It’s role overload,” she explains. “It’s the constant switching from 
one role to the next that creates that feeling of time pressure.” When all 
you're expected to do is work all day, you work all day in one long 
stretch, she says. But the days of the mothers she studied were full of 
starts and stops, which makes time feel more collapsed: You have to get 
the kids out the door on time for school, you watch the clock at work to 
make sure you get home in time to give them lunch, you get them back 
to school, you return to work, you're back for pickup, shuffle them to 
their activities, shop for groceries, do chores, catch up on a little more 
work, help with homework, work some more, make dinner. “It’s 
exhausting,” she said. 

“Time for leisure?” I ask. 

Cloin shook her head. 

“Much of a mother’s leisure was spent with her children,” she says. 
“We see over and over that the very first thing to suffer for mothers is 


‘399: 


: E 
me time. 


Work 


Over the course of the next few days, as I sat in session after session, 
cornered researchers, and pored through reports, what I discovered 
was, by turns, fascinating, frustrating, contradictory, puzzling, and en- 
raging. More than anything, I was struck by how ignorant I was of the 
forces that had shaped my own life. I soon realized that I could never 
begin to understand why leisure time feels so elusive until I had a better 
sense of time pressure in the other two arenas of life that always 
squeezed it out: work and love. 
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I didn’t understand how John Robinson and others could insist that 
leisure time was increasing because work hours were going down,” 
contradicting Juliet Schor, who, in The Overworked American, reported 
that Americans were working a full month longer in the 1990s than in 
the 1960s. Polls also reported that most Americans felt they had, at 
most, sixteen and a half hours of leisure a week.” 

What’s really happening is that work hours and leisure time in 
America are dividing. If you have an education and a high-paying 
career, chances are you're working an insanely high number of hours 
and have little leisure time. If you're poor or uneducated, you're having 
trouble finding enough work at all, and your “leisure” is often just blank 
hours of worry about how to pay the rent. Robinson’s number is mislead- 
ing, because it averages these two very different trends. Sociologists 
Kathleen Gerson and Jerry Jacobs argue in their book The Time Divide 
that the split in workers’ time began in 1938, when the U.S. government 
passed the Fair Labor Standards Act. That law, which is still in force to- 
day, created two classes of workers: hourly and salaried. The law didn’t 
limit the number of hours workers could work a week, as a number of 
other countries do. But it did protect hourly workers from overwork by 
mandating that employers pay them overtime after putting in forty hours 
on the job. Salaried workers received no such overwork protection.” 

As the decades passed, by the 1970s, high-paying hourly manu- 
facturing jobs that required only a high school diploma disappeared 
overseas. The service economy, with a huge appetite for college-educated 
salaried workers, expanded. The number of salaried professionals, who 
in 1938 comprised only one in every seven workers, doubled by 1995, 
and continues to grow. In the crudest sense, then, U.S. law allows 
employers to work these professionals to death without paying them 
overtime or being forced to hire more workers—which would require 
costly benefit packages—to share the load. Now, nearly 40 percent of 
American men and 20 percent of American women with a college edu- 
cation report putting in more than fifty hours a week on the job.*° As do 
an astounding 32 percent of professional single mothers.”’ 

But to truly understand why the overwhelm has been building, it 
is better to study what has happened to families, argue sociologists 
Michael Hout and Caroline Hanley. That, they say, is the only way to 
capture the enormous shape-shifting that both the workplace and family 
have undergone. In the late 1960s, about 38 percent of American moth- 
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ers with young children worked outside the home, many working part- 
time. By the 2000s, 75 percent did, many of them working full-time. 
The researchers found that working parents combined put in thirteen 
more hours a week on the job in 2000 than they did in 1970. That’s 676 
hours—about 28 days—of additional paid work a year for a family. 
And that’s on top of all the unpaid hours spent caring for children and 
keeping the house together. So if harried working families feel they’re 
working more now, they wrote, it’s because they are.”* 


Love 


In our many conversations, John Robinson had proudly told me that 
men and women were coming closer to egalitarian “time androgyny,” 
as men do more housework and child care than in previous decades 
and more women work outside the home. In fact, his big presentation 
in Paris outlined what he called an international time “convergence.” 
It’s true, total paid and unpaid workloads for fathers and mothers 
arent that different. In dual-income couples, fathers average sixty-seven 
hours a week, mothers seventy-one.”? But, I came to see, what’s impor- 
tant is not the total time but where the time is spent. Fathers spend 
more time at work, about thirteen hours more a week than mothers.*” 
Mothers, even when they're employed, are still doing twice the 
housework and child care, just as the sociologist Arlie Hochschild out- 
lined in 1989 in her groundbreaking work The Second Shift. And those 
fewer working hours are a big reason why they still lag behind men in 
pay, promotions, corner offices, and leadership roles in virtually every 


profession. 
When it comes to housework, the drudgery that Simone de Beau- 
voir so aptly described as “more like the torture of Sisyphus .. . the 


clean becomes soiled, the soiled is made clean, over and over, day after 
day,” women are still doing the bulk of it. Though women are clearly 
doing far less now than in the 1960s and men are doing more, women 
still spend about twice as much time scrubbing and polishing. Fathers 
increased their weekly housework hours from four in 1965 to ten in 
1985, before backsliding to a little more than nine hours in 2003. And 
they haven’t put in a minute more since.” 

In a study of housework in Britain, researchers found that men tended 
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to do the chores they enjoyed, like cooking or shopping. But women 
slogged on, getting stuff done whether they liked it or not.” One-quarter 
of Italian men do no housework at all. Men in Japan and South Korea 
spend less than an hour a day on chores.” In South Africa, women do 
three times the amount of housework and child care that men do, 
even when the women work and the men are unemployed.** New 
research finds that the amount of housework a woman does depends to 
a great degree on her own earnings. The more a woman makes, the less 
housework she does.” It’s not so much that her partner does more, but 
she either lets it slide or has the ability to pay someone else to do it. 

Researchers call this time imbalance between paid work and unpaid 
domestic chores the “gendered division of labor” and, they say, it’s been 
stalled for years. In a study of German couples, Berlin economist 
Miriam Beblo explained to me, even when more egalitarian-minded 
couples decide to live together—before marriage, before children— 
women spend more time doing housework while men enjoy more lei- 
sure time. For couples who marry, the scales are tipped even farther,” 
and farther still when the first child arrives. Through the years, I have 
seen an increasing number of fathers strapping on BabyBjérns and tak- 
ing the baby for a walk, shopping for groceries, taking kids to school, and 
doing the ballet pickup. Surveys are showing that fathers are feeling more 
time squeeze than mothers. Still, time-use researchers report that the 
ratio of mothers’ childcare time to fathers’ ranges from 2:1 in the United 
States, Canada, the Netherlands, and Norway, to more than 3:1 in Esto- 
nia, Austria, France, and Palestine, to nearly 10:1 in South Africa.” 

I met with Lyn Craig, a sociologist and time-use researcher from 
Australia, who has been puzzling over the overwhelm for years. In 
America, much like in other developed countries, men have nearly tri- 
pled the amount of time caring for their children, from two and a half 
hours a week from 1965 through 1985 to about seven hours in 2003.8 
But that increase is “trivial,” she said, compared to mothers who still put 
in twice the hours. And, in carefully looking at what fathers are actually 
doing, Craig found in a time study of Australian parents that fathers are 
still largely the “fun” parent. Though the role of fathers continues to 
evolve, her most recent studies show they are the ones playing, wres- 
tling, and goofing around, while the Mom is still the “default” parent in 
charge of everything else. “A higher proportion of men’s housework and 
childcare is done with the spouse present. So the men are helping,” 
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Craig explains. “This is not tag-team care. They are being delegated to, 
which doesn’t free up a mother’s time or lighten her load.” 

But the finding that really made my head spin was this: In America, 
mothers today spend more time taking care of their children than moth- 
ers did in the 1960s, even though so many more are working, and work- 
ing full-time, outside the home. Mothers, on average, spend about 
fourteen hours a week caring for their children, up from ten hours in 
1965, and they've almost tripled the amount of time they spend in 
high-quality “interactive care,” reading to and playing with their chil- 
dren.*® The more education a parent has, the more time he or she 
spends with the children.“ 

And still, UCLA time-use researcher Suzanne Bianchi told me, most 
parents don’t feel like it’s enough. Panic-inducing headlines on studies 
linking mothers’ employment to childhood obesity, slower learning, 
lower test scores, and risky behavior may have something to do with it,” 
she said, along with ever-rising expectations about what it takes to be a 
“good” mother, and, increasingly, an “involved” dad. “There has been a 
real ratcheting up in what we think we need to do for our children,” she 
told me. “And that’s reflected in these increasing hours with children.” 

It seems an almost impossible time conundrum. How can mothers 
spend more time on the job and more time with their kids? Bianchi 
said mothers tend to choose jobs that are not always on the career fast 
track so they can reduce or flex their time. They don’t do as much 
housework, either living with dust bunnies and overflowing junk draw- 
ers, or hiring someone else to handle it. They don’t spend as much time 
taking care of themselves and have less time with their spouses and 
partners. They sleep less. One researcher in Paris remarked, “Employed 
mothers talking about sleep is like a hungry man talking about food.” 

And mothers have given up time to play. 


Play 


One evening at the Paris conference, I tag along with Lyn Craig and, 
over dinner in the university district, press her on leisure time. There 
was a time, she says, that the mostly male time researchers coded 
housework and child care as leisure.“ The men had to work all day, she 
says, and they thought staying home with the kids sounded like fun. 
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Once a newer group of mostly female researchers came of age and 
insisted housework and child care were not the same as leisure, they 
discovered that women’s leisure is different from men’s leisure in both 
quantity and quality. 

While leisure time for men and fathers remained relatively un- 
changed until recently, once mothers went to work, they sacrificed 
virtually every scrap of what had once been personal leisure time in 
order to spend it with their children. Gone is the “pure” leisure of the 
adults-only coffee klatches, bridge parties, and cocktail and dinner 
parties of the 1960s. Gone, too, is much of the civic volunteering. Week- 
end activities often center on kids’ sports, cheering on the sidelines, 
or educationally enriching activities, like trips to the museum or zoo 
or schlepping them to cello lessons. More than ever, families socialize 
together: Going out to dinner usually means bringing the whole family 
along. Mothers’ time to themselves and time with adults both dropped 
by about seven hours a week from 1975 to 2000. Employed mothers’ 
drops in pure leisure were even steeper: They had nine hours of pure 
leisure and fifteen hours of total free time. 

Men tend to enjoy longer, unbroken stretches of time in any activ- 
ity, whether it’s time to concentrate on work or to fully sink into the 
time-out-of-time experience of “pure” leisure on their own—on the golf 
course, on the fishing boat, or on the sofa watching the ball game all 
Sunday afternoon. Italian men, for instance, enjoy nearly an hour and 
a half more time for uninterrupted leisure every day than Italian 
women do.*? Women’s leisure tends to be fragmented and chopped up 
into small, often unsatisfying bits of ten minutes here, twenty minutes 
there that researchers call “episodes.”*® That’s the dangling “in-between 
time” I found in my own time diaries, hanging between the end of one 
activity and the beginning of the next that’s too short for anything 
other than a quick item on the to-do list. 

Mothers’ leisure, Craig says, tends to be more interrupted, con- 
taminated by mental noise, and “purposive.” “It’s all about meeting the 
family’s needs,” Craig says, even monitoring everyone’s emotional tem- 
perature, “It’s like she has host duties—she’s making sure everyone’s 
having a good time. On the whole, it’s good to be with the family and 
there is pleasure in that, but it’s stressful. You may be at the pool. That’s 
coded as leisure, but you're constantly looking out the side of your eye 
to watch your child. You're not really relaxing. I see it as like being on 
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call in a fire station. You go up and down the pole. You train. You are 
always on alert. Always ready.” 

(Rachel Connelly, a labor economist at Bowdoin College, took the 
same time diaries that John Robinson analyzed, subtracted all the leisure 
time when mothers have that feeling of being “on call,” and came up with 
a vastly different result. “I actually have women with no leisure at all,” 
she told me later.)*” 

After dinner, Craig and I walk the darkened streets of Paris puz- 
zling about finding a way out of the overwhelm. Craig, a wiry woman 
with shoulder-length brown hair, has a wicked wit and both a scholar’s 
impartial curiosity and an advocate’s passion. “What’s missing from 
this talk about ‘having it all,” she says, “is the recognition that if it’s left 
for women to work out for themselves, like it is now, they can’t have it 
all. You can’t add work and do more child care without getting enor- 
mously time stressed. You can’t have it all unless other things shift in 
other people’s behavior—unless men actually reduce their working 
hours and increase their time doing housework and child care, unless 
cultures change and we're prepared to give social support to parents. 
Women have made all the changes unilaterally that they really can. I 
don’t see what else they can do.” 

There is one outlier, she says, as we walk through the silent streets. 
Mothers in Denmark, where more than 80 percent are employed, most 
of them full-time, not only have about as much leisure time as Danish 
fathers, they also have more “pure” leisure time to themselves than moth- 
ers and fathers in any other country she’s studied. 

That, I thought, I’ve got to see. 


After analyzing my time diary a few months before, John Robinson 
was convinced that I was such a hopeless case that he needed to give 
me personal lessons in leisure, telling me, “If you can’t go to Paris and 
have fun, then there’s something really wrong with you.” On the last 
day of the Paris conference, John Robinson grabs my arm and says it’s 
time for a final lesson. 

He wants to take me to lunch. I’m wearing jeans, a sweaty green 
$5 T-shirt from Target, and flip-flops, and my feet and ankles have 
swollen uncomfortably in the heat. Robinson is wearing his sensible 
rubber-soled shoes and a wrinkled green short-sleeved knit shirt in need 
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of a washing. He’s carrying a crinkly plastic bag. I envision a casual little 
bistro. 

We duck into a taxi and Robinson directs the driver to take us to 
the Place de la Concorde, at the foot of the Champs-Elysées. We get out 
at the Hotel de Crilion, a glorious five-star hotel, built as a palace in 
1758. Here, Benjamin Franklin signed a treaty with the French in 
which they recognized the Declaration of Independence. Out front, 
about where I am standing, Louis XVI lost his head in the French 
Revolution. The hotel looks like Versailles. And the people coolly float- 
ing in and out in smart tailored suits, micro-miniskirts, and impossibly 
high heels with unswollen ankles look like they do not shop at Target. 
Ever. 

With mounting mortification, I follow Robinson inside, my flip-flops 
thwacking noisily on the polished marble floors. The elegant waitstaff, 
not blinking an eye, usher us graciously into a gilded, mirrored, and 
near-empty dining room. Robinson has brought along Jonathan Ger- 
shuny, another time-use éminence grise from Oxford, to school me in 
the ways of leisure. Under the soft light of nineteenth-century crystal 
chandeliers, the men order the quails ballottine with chardonnay vine- 
gar and I the sea bream and julienne vegetables with nori leaves and 
rocket salad juice. The two men are at work on a new study showing how 
everyone in every profession overestimates the amount of time they 
really work.*® Slackers all. 

To John Robinson, making time for leisure is the key to the good 
life. And an act of will. Once, he kept his own time diary. He was in the 
middle of a huge project, working at the office until 11 p.m. every night. 
“I figured I was working one hundred hours that week. But when I 
measured it, it was only seventy-two. That’s when I got skeptical about 
people’s perceptions about time.” He decided to change. “I was not 
living the kind of life I wanted.” So he began to travel and to go out 
every night. “A day without live music,” he likes to say now, “is like a 
day without sunshine.” Divorced with two grown children and living 
alone, Robinson will sometimes hop the Metro in D.C. with The Wash- 
ington Post’s Weekend Section and no idea where he’s going. He gets 
off when he feels like it and sets off for adventure. He watches late- 
night TV because he can and runs two miles every day. He spends 
winters at a condo in Berkeley, is a proud member of BURP, a Belgian 
beer-tasting society, and makes an annual pilgrimage to Burning Man, 
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the wild, no-holds-barred free-for-all that culminates in a fiery confla- 
gration in the Nevada desert. 

A few days earlier, Robinson had given me the first of his “leisure 
lessons”—to just have fun—taking me to a cheap secondhand wedding 
apparel store near the train station. I had dutifully shuffled along behind 
him as he scoured racks of clothing, until my head began to hurt and 
I just wanted to sit down. 

“You know what?” I said. “I hate shopping.” 

“Oh,” he said, genuinely surprised. “And here I figured this is what 
we'd be doing all afternoon.” 

In another lesson, Robinson said that to make time for leisure, 
other priorities have to fall away. Like cleaning. Like cleaning one’s 
(read: his) office. He finally let me in once after I attended a time stud- 
ies class he teaches. “We’ll have to crawl in,” he warned as he opened 
the door. With papers, books, boxes, charts, files, photos, and piles of 
debris strewn all over the furniture and the floor and burying what at 
one time must have been a desk, his office looked like the bottom of a 
hoarder’s trash chute after being hit by a hurricane. “I meant to clean it 
up, he said, shrugging and, with his arm, sweeping piles of paper off a 
portion of the red velvet couch to find a spot for me to sit. 

At the Hotel de Crillon, as we wait for the food to arrive, Robinson 
tells me that if I, or other women, feel imprisoned by housework, we 
have only ourselves to blame. Why do women still do more cooking 
and cleaning than men? Why do we have less time for leisure? Our 
standards are too high. “Do you have to be able to do open-heart sur- 
gery on your kitchen floor? How clean do the dishes have to be? As 
long as you're not spreading disease, that’s clean enough,” he chides. 
“Women are their own worst enemies.” (He has not seen my sticky 
kitchen floor. Nor does he seem to understand that when everything 
else feels like it’s coming apart at the seams, at least having the house 
tidy somehow helps you breathe.) 

The leisure lesson today, apparently, as we sit, sweat-soaked, under- 
dressed, and out of place in this room dripping with prestige, privilege, 
and power, is to just do it. Make time for leisure when the spirit seizes 
you, no matter what you happen to be wearing. 

For this final lesson, Robinson asks Jonathan Gershuny to give me 
a grand disquisition on the history of leisure since the dawn of human- 
ity and why these days, leisure, too, is suffering from the time squeeze. 
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Gershuny tucks into the artfully arranged plate set before him and 
begins. Early humans needed one another to survive, so they worked 
cooperatively, he says. They hunted and gathered and shared what 
food was to be had. Life was hard, to be sure, but they still found time 
to paint on cave walls. Leisure time, in fact, was critical for progress: 
Innovations like the wheel and tools sprang directly from idle hours. 
But as soon as survival became assured, the value of the work of men 
and women diverged. Women did the uneventful, industrious, and 
boring work like hoeing the garden and pounding roots, he says, 
while men became associated with “exploit,” high-status activities that 
required prowess and intelligence, and were a lot more fun, like hunting, 
sports, the priesthood, and war. Leisure, he says, is just another version 
of exploit. It implies activities involving intelligence, soul-stretching 
passion, skill, and mastery. “So the start of the leisure class is with the 
leisure sex,” he says. “Men.” 

Over time, the farther a man could distance himself from that drudge 
work, the higher his status. With the rise of class, social caste, and the 
feudal system in Europe, the “superordinate class’ —the aristocracy— 
showed its power by being idle and holding sway over a large retinue 
who could also afford to while away the time as everyone else of lower 
status toiled in lives of unending drudgery. The American upper class 
of the 1890s, the captains of industry, though they themselves were 
often busy, likewise maintained large retinues in “conspicuous idle- 
ness” to show off their position. 

The strawberry tarts and chocolate fingers with banana ice cream 
and coffees have come and gone. I put down my notebook. 

“You know, this is all really fascinating,” I say. “But what you have 
given me is a history of leisure for men. What I want to know is whether 
there has ever been a history or an expectation of leisure for women. 
John thinks there’s something wrong with women if they feel they 
don't have leisure time. But have they ever? I think of the old saying, ‘A 
woman's work is never done.’ And all the images I grew up with— 
Grandma from The Waltons was always ironing. I don’t think I ever 
saw her with her feet up, like Grandpa, sitting on the front porch read- 
ing the newspaper.” 

Gershuny pauses and leans back in his delicate silk armchair. 

“Yes. Well. Women,” he muses, looking up at the crystal chandelier, 
stroking his beard and frowning, appearing stumped by the question. 
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Historically, he begins, women’s leisure—the ladies who lunch—was 
purely a reflection of the status of the men around them. 

“Women,” he says finally, “have always rather been in the laboring 
class.” 

Gershuny points me to the seminal work on leisure by Thorstein 
Veblen, who, in 1899, wrote The Theory of the Leisure Class. When I 
later got around to reading it, there it is, bam, right on page 2: “Manual 
labour, industry, whatever has to do directly with the everyday work of 
getting a livelihood, is the exclusive occupation of the inferior class,” 
Veblen wrote. “This inferior class includes slaves and other dependents, 
and ordinarily also all the women.” 


When we return to the conference, I seek out Kimberly Fisher, who, as 
the secretary of IATUR, carries in her head a near-complete archive 
of all time studies ever done. I ask her about the history of leisure for 
women. If the idle ladies who lunch were merely reflections of their 
husbands’ status, what kind of leisure have women ever experienced 
for themselves? 

Fisher, a woman with wavy red hair and big glasses and who moves 
in a fast-talking whirl, stops short. She cocks her head, as if surprised 
Pd even had to ask the question. 

“That’s why women became nuns.” 


After a few short, hot days in Paris, I’d had time to step out of my own 
swirling overwhelm just long enough to begin to see its form and pres- 
sure and how it consumes everyone. But I still had no answers for what 
to do about it. 

So many places I’d looked suggested the only way out of the over- 
whelm was hiring help—nice if you could afford it—or dropping out. 
John Robinson, trying to be helpful, loaned me a video of a 1994 PBS 
special Running Out of Time, showing how one stressed-out couple 
solved their time crunch by moving to a farm.” The protagonist in the 
novel I Don’t Know How She Does It quit her job, moved to the country, 
and spent the day splashing in puddles with her child. Hoping for a 
more realistic answer, when I finished, I threw the book, hilarious as it 


was, across the room. 
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What if you like your work, or at least some form of it? What if you 
can’t quit your job or wouldnt know what to do with yourself on a 
farm? What if you can't afford help or if just scraping together your 
mortgage payment every month pretty much taps you out? Is dropping 
out really the only way out? 

What if you wanted—or needed—to find time to do good work and 
splash in puddles with your child? Could you ever allow yourself a 
moment of peace? I began to wonder how ordinary people like me 
could make their lives work right here, right now, right where they are. 

I decided to look for stories of imperfect people who had at least 
begun to see their own time confetti and were struggling to find their 
way toward time serenity. Perhaps they were clearing a path for other 
flawed souls like me. If, as Erik Erikson wrote, the keys to the good life 
are having enough time for three great arenas: work, love, and play, I 
would scour all three asking two questions: Why are things the way 
they are? How can they be better?” I would look for bright spots in the 
frantic gloom.” 


Ce 
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It will not seem futile for young people to dream of a brave and 
new and shining world . . . Science and technology, labor- 
saving methods, management, labor organization, education, 
medicine—and not least, politics and government. All these 
have brought within our grasp a world in which backbreaking 
toil and longer hours will not be necessary . . . The material 
things that make life interesting and pleasant will be available 
to everyone. Leisure, together with educational and recreational 
facilities, will be abundant, so that all can develop the life of 
the spirit, of reflection, of religion, of the arts, of the full real- 
ization of the good things of the world. 

—President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s acceptance speech 

at the 1956 Republican convention 


Jane Vangsness Frisch is busy. She’s getting her Ph.D. She just got 
married. She works all the time for a state agency that prizes face time 
in the office. With the main office five hours from her home, she’s on 
the road 80 percent of the time. Her “alone time” is when she’s studying. 
Or in the car. It’s a harried lifestyle she feels compelled to lead in order 
to be successful. What’s lost in the busyness? “Family,” the twenty- 
eight-year-old says. “My husband and I have chosen not to have kids, 
because there’s no time.” 

Vangsness Frisch is the first speaker at a focus group on the busy- 
ness of modern life.' She says her only time for leisure is when she goes 
for a run with a friend, which she considers efficient multitasking: 
socializing and exercise. “But I hate running.” 
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Across the table, Josh Malnourie, a thirty-two-year-old IT worker 
for an insurance company where people routinely put in seventy-hour 
workweeks, says he and his wife have just had a baby and he volunteers 
on a number of charity boards. “I never get everything done that I 
need to do,” he says, adding that he was double-booked at the moment 
and really should be at another meeting. “I guess I could sleep less.” 

Travis Kitch works two jobs for two different and demanding bosses. 
His wife works full-time, and they are struggling to raise two special 
needs kids. “We are in a state of constant busyness,” he says. And 
leisure sometimes just feels wrong. “The Protestant work ethic is very 
strong here. The whole ‘Idle hands are the devil’s workshop’ thing is 
very big. I'd love to canoe more, but...” 

At the head of the table, Betsy Birmingham, fifty, says she juggles 
raising tive kids with being an associate dean and professor at the local 
university. “The last time I felt like I had a moment to myself, to breathe?” 
She pauses. “Last week. When I went to my doctor's office for my 
annual mammogram.” 

Just then, a tall, trim woman with short gray hair cut into a stylish 
bob bursts in, apologizing for being late. She introduces herself as Deb 
Dawson and launches into a rushed explanation about her dog, the 
dog's “intestinal issues,” a trip to the vet, and squeezing in another 
meeting at the library. She takes a breath. “Then I got stuck in traffic!” 

I look out the window. From our perch in the bar of the eighteen- 
story Radisson Hotel, the tallest building in town, I see a handful of 
cars lined up at one of the few stoplights. Acres of cornfields stretch as 
far as the eye can see beyond that. We are not in New York, Washing- 
ton, Boston, Chicago, or L.A. 

We are in Fargo, North Dakota. 

Fargo. Population 107,000. On the broad, flat Great Plains border- 
ing Canada. Here, old-time farmers still have dinner at midday and 
supper in the evening, a heavy-duty tractor manufacturer is one of the 
biggest employers in town, and the local fair on the street below is 
serving deep-fried battered cheese curds and pork chops on a stick. 

“Life is stressful in Fargo,” the focus group organizer, Ann Burnett, 
had told me. And she didn’t mean the occasional life-threatening trau- 
matic stress of the Red River that winds through town overflowing its 
banks and swamping entire neighborhoods like it has in recent years. 
She meant ordinary, everyday life. “People are going nuts.” 
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As I began my search for bright spots in the overwhelm, I had first 
turned to rural America. With visions of bucolic country vistas, church 
suppers, and porch sitting, I assumed life would perhaps be less 
chaotic, the breathing a little easier. Then I came upon Burnett’s re- 
search on busyness and what she calls the “great speed-up” of modern 
life. Burnett, fifty-four, is a professor of communication and director of 
the Women and Gender Studies Program at North Dakota State Uni- 
versity in Fargo. And all of her subjects live in small towns in the 
Midwest. 

I'd called her up, incredulous. 

“People are busy in Fargo?” 

“Oh, honey,” she’d said, guffawing. “You want to meet some over- 
whelmed North Dakotans? I can arrange that.” 

As the fried cheese poppers and Diet Cokes arrive, Burnett asks the 
group she’s convened what drives their busyness. Being busy makes 
them feel productive and important, they say. Admitting you take time 
for yourself is tantamount to a show of weakness. The thought of leisure 
time makes them feel . . . guilty. 

“It’s like everything has to have a purpose,” muses Dawson, fifty- 
nine, marveling at how the leisure of so many retired people she knows 
sounds so exhausting, all the golf they make a point of telling her they 
play, the traveling they do. “Maybe it justifies how you spend your time. 
When youre busy, you're saying, “This is who I am. I’m doing some- 
thing important. I’m not just taking up space on Earth.’” 

Dawson has five children, has written a memoir, made a film, runs 
a charity for orphans in the Sudan, and travels to Africa. She used to 
go to the massive stone Presbyterian church downtown, as did her 
parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. It’s only a block from 
her condo. She wonders if she might feel a little calmer if she went, 
“being in a place of God where you can regain perspective about your 
place in the world,” she says. “Yet I don’t seek it out. Because I’m too 
busy.” 


Ann Burnett, a petite woman with straight dark blond hair that hangs 
to her shoulders, speaks slowly and deliberately. She began studying 
busyness one December several years ago. As a scholar of how the lan- 
guage we use creates our reality, she'd been noticing people increasingly 
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talking about being “strapped” for time.” Terms like “time-starved” 
and “time famine” had become common. With time pressure on her 
mind, Burnett opened the annual holiday letters that had begun to 
arrive in her mailbox. “I began to count how many times people said, 
‘We're busy.’ ‘We've had a busy year.’ ‘We're busy, busy, busy. ” 

Intrigued, she began to collect holiday letters, keeping her own, 
asking friends and colleagues for redacted copies of theirs. Soon, as 
word spread that she was analyzing the language in these annual “brag 
sheets,” people began sending her letters from all over. Her stash, 
which now numbers in the thousands, dates back to the 1960s. They 
serve as an archive of the rise of busyness. 

She pulls thick files out of the cabinets in her cramped office and we 
begin to page through sheaves of letters adorned with candy canes and 
Christmas trees. It quickly becomes apparent how previous heartfelt 
“blessings of the season” are quickly dispensed with so writers can dive 
headfirst into the jumble of their lives. “Our schedules have always 
been crazy, but now they're even crazier!” writes one. “We've had an 
action-packed year!” enthuses another. “I don’t know where my time 
goes,” writes a mother who juggles a job and three kids. “But it seems 
that I work hard all the time and never seem to accomplish anything.” 

Throughout the festive letters, Burnett has circled words and phrases 
that appear with astonishing frequency: “hectic,” “whirlwind,” “con- 
sumed,” “crazy,” “hard to keep up with it all,” “on the run,” and “way 
too fast.” Days are full. Time races past. “Ever faster the planets spin,” 
writes one. One letter has even turned the joy of the season into another 
to-do list: “Set up Dickens Village. Check. Make caramels, flatbread, 
chex mix and krumkake. Check.” One family confessed they'd been too 
busy to make a Christmas deadline: “We hope you'll consider this our 
VALENTINE to you.” 

The more Burnett read, the more she saw that people seemed com- 
pelled to be, or at least portray their lives as being, busy. Some writers 
even appeared to be boasting about their busyness, living life “con- 
stantly on the go,” as if showing off their near superhuman ability to 
cram an ever-greater number of activities and achievements into a finite 
amount of time. One letter bragged about a Memorial Day weekend 
not of lazy barbecues but of a “whirlwind trip to Arkansas, Louisiana, 
Mississippi and Alabama.” Another family was not just busy, but so busy 
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schlepping kids around to activities that the mother boasted driving “a 
hundred miles a day.” 

One letter writer, making fun of the holiday one-upmanship of busy- 
ness, wrote sarcastically of accepting a Nobel Prize in physics, building 
three start-ups into Fortune 500 companies, and sailing around the 
world, where the family “learned to communicate with dolphins and 
discovered a new region of deep-water volcanoes.” That, Burnett said, 
is when she realized “My God, people are competing about being busy. 
Its about showing status. That if you're busy, you're important. You're 
leading a full and worthy life.” There’s a real ‘busier than thow attitude, 
that if you're not as busy as the Joneses, you'd better get cracking.” 

Burnett began to think that what people were really communicat- 
ing was that they'd earned a “badge of honor” for living in fast-forward. 
Time is not what changed as the holiday letters became increasingly 
frantic through the decades. It still takes twenty-four hours for Earth 
to spin on its axis. What changed is the cultural imperative not just to 
have it all, but to fit it all in on the fast track, packing in a multitude of 
work, activities, and obligations until life feels, as one researcher put it, 
like an exhausting “everydayathon.”* Somewhere toward the end of the 
twentieth century, Burnett and other researchers contend, busyness 
became not just a way of life, but glamorous. Now, they say, it is a sign 
of high social status.” 

Burnett points out a fairly typical missive: 


I’m not sure whether writing a Christmas letter when I’m working at 
the speed of light is a good idea, but given the amount of time I have to 
devote to any single project, it’s the only choice I have. We start every 
day at 4:45 AM, launch ourselves through the day at breakneck speed 
(the experience is much like sticking your head in a blender), only to 
land in a crumpled heap at 8:30 PM, looking something like the 
Halloween witches impaled spread-eagle on front doors, wondering 


how we made it through the day. 


Tick tick tick. The letters are often single-spaced, multipage laun- 
dry lists of lives lived dangerously fast: Activities. Achievements. Awards. 
Trips. Guitar lessons. Cheerleading camps. Basketball teams. Kindergar- 
ten flag football. Tae kwon do belts. Hip replacements. Heart surgeries. 
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Back surgeries. Graduations. Anniversaries. Births. Deaths. Check. 
Check. Check. The handwriting often snakes up the sides of the letters 
into the margins of the decorative garland of stockings and tinsel stars. 

We put the letters aside for a moment and Burnett calls two col- 
leagues on Skype to catch up on their ongoing research on busyness. 
They've studied how living fast and busy frays relationships. Couples 
they've interviewed lament that they have no time for each other. “I 
can't honestly tell you when actually we had the last real conversation,” 
one told her. They likened their lives to living on a “speeding train,” a 
“roller coaster,” and a “carousel and there’s no way to get off.” In just 
trying to hold on, the couples put work and kids first. Their relation- 
ships, they said, fell to the “bottom of the family food chain.”® 

Burnett and her colleagues’ current project examines women and 
busyness. They're deep in the process of analyzing the language women 
have used in interviews to describe their lives. “One woman we inter- 
viewed said, ‘It’s not the kind of cars you drive anymore, it’s how busy 
you are, how many activities you're in, the bumper stickers on your 
car—that shows status, ” Burnett’s colleague, Becky DeGreeff, says over 
Skype. Another woman admitted judging people for taking time off. 
“We assume that if people aren't always busy, then they must be lazy,” 
she told them. “I don’t know how people would not be busy,” sniffed 
another. “I’m so tired. I need a sabbatical,” one woman said, before 
quickly vowing she'd never take one, as if that would be admitting a 
lack of stamina to keep up.’ DeGreeff says she overheard two mothers 
who'd dropped their daughters off at a dance class and were busy gro- 
cery shopping before the class let out. “One mother sighed that she had 
all these report cards to sign and give back to the teacher. Like, ‘Im 
busier. I win. Then the other mother snorted and said, ‘Yeah, but I have 
two more kids than you.’ Like, “No, J win.’” 

Busyness is now the social norm that people feel they must con- 
form to, Burnett says, or risk being outcasts. “No one is writing “Time 
stands still’ or ‘I have nothing to do.’ There’s no way people are going to 
show they're not meeting the bar of being busy,” she says. But people 
either arent aware of, or aren't admitting the toll busyness is taking. 
“People don’t say, ‘My house is a pigsty, the laundry’s really piling up, 
or ‘We're all completely overweight because I don’t have time to cook a 
decent family meal.’ There is a real downside to busyness. But these let- 
ters don’t show it.” 
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Burnett is finding an odd paradox. Some people assert that the 
busy lifestyle is a personal choice they’d made in order to get ahead or 
give their kids an edge for the future. Others are resigned, saying they 
feel obligated to live superbusy and fast, as if swept away on a fast- 
moving tide. “As if you don’t get to choose, busyness is just there,” 
Burnett says. “I call it the nonchoice choice. Because people really do 
have a choice.” Some even seem to create the perception of a breath- 
lessly busy lifestyle—like a traffic jam in Fargo—even when it may not 
necessarily be so. Why, she wonders, is there such a compulsion for 
busyness when, her research clearly shows, no one is happy about it? 

It’s a question that Edson Rodriguez, a sociologist who studies fre- 
netic families in L.A., has been puzzling over. To Rodriguez, the drive 
for busyness has become a powerful cultural expectation. The human 
urge is to conform to it. “Culture is more powerful than the individual 
people who partake in it,” he told me. 

The urge for humans to conform to the social norm of the group 
can be irresistible. In lab experiments first conducted in the 1950s, psy- 
chologists surrounded a test subject with others who purposefully gave 
the wrong answer to a question—in one case, the length of a set of lines. 
Even though it was obviously wrong, three out of four subjects couldn't 
resist choosing it, as well. Gregory Berns, a professor of psychiatry and 
behavioral sciences at Emory University, more recently has gone a step 
further in exploring the human urge to conform. Putting his subjects 
into brain scanners, he studies what the pressure to conform looks 
like. He showed his subjects two different three-dimensional shapes on 
a computer screen and asked them to decide whether the shapes were 
alike or different. He followed that with photos of other people and the 
answers they supposedly offered. The results were intriguing: When a 
subject was shown that everyone else in a group disagreed with his or 
her answer, the amygdala, the fear center of the brain, went wild. Not 
only that, when the group all gave the wrong answer, the perceptual 
circuits in the subject’s brain lit up—not the forebrain that deals with 
conscious decision making and monitoring conflicts. So strong was 
the urge to conform, Berns concluded, that the brain actually changed 
what the subject saw." 

“As a culture, we have translated speed into being a virtue. If you 
are busy, if you get things done quickly, if you move quickly through- 
out the day, it expresses success. You're achieving,” Rodriguez said. 
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“We're validated by those around us living the same way and sanc- 
tioned if we aren't following this cultural expectation. The feeling is, if 
I'm not busy today, something’s wrong.” 


Everywhere, even in rural America it seems, people strive to be busy.’ 
They tell pollsters they're too busy to register to vote.” To look busy 
and important—or because they can’t help themselves—people obses- 
sively check their smartphones every ten minutes.'' In surveys, people 
say they're too busy to make friends outside the office,'” too busy to 
date,” too busy to sleep, and too busy to have sex." Eight in ten Britons 
report being too busy to eat dessert, even though four in ten say dessert 
is better than sex.’ Were in such a rush that the typical sound bite for 
a presidential candidate has been compressed from forty seconds in 
1968 to 7.3 seconds in 2000.'° 

Remember those unused vacation days? People say they're too busy 
to take a vacation" and too busy for a lunch break. That’s prompted 
retailers like McDonald’s to launch “It’s Your Lunch. Take It” ad cam- 
paigns. The travel site Orbitz has been trying to get people to make a 
pledge to take all their vacation days. And the Las Vegas Convention 
and Visitors Authority has mounted a “Take Back Your Summer” ad 
blitz, showing a harried office worker climbing on top of her desk and, 
Norma Rae-style, holding up a placard reading VACATION NOW.” 

One physician has said the modern drive toward fast-paced busy- 
ness is a pathology. He dubbed it “time sickness.””° Others said it was 
more a psychological mania. They called it “chronophilia.””! 

Psychologists write of treating burned-out clients who can’t shake 
the notion that the busier you are, the more you are thought of as com- 
petent, smart, successful, admired, and even envied.” It’s the new epi- 
demic, psychiatrist Ed Hallowell has said.” In his book CrazyBusy: 
Overstretched, Overbooked, and About to Snap!, Hallowell maintains 
that in addition to showing status, busyness is a new kind of high. I 
was hearing it in interviews. “There is a certain rush,” one young man 
told me, “when you're going a thousand directions at once and getting 
it all done.” 

Being superbusy has become so normal that it’s now a joke. The actor 
Casey Wilson explained in an interview that her character, Penny, 
on the TV Show Happy Endings, abbreviates her words, like “hilar” for 
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hilarious and “appresh” for appreciate, because she’s just too busy to 
say the whole word.’* And on Saturday Night Live, Seth Meyers joked 
in a Weekend Update segment that retailers like Target, Costco, and 
Kmart were selling freshly cut Christmas trees online that could be 
delivered to people’s homes. “And for just a few dollars more,” Meyers 
cracked, “they'll put it up, they'll decorate it, unwrap all your presents, 
play with your new toys, and feel the joy that you and your family 
apparently no longer have time for.” l 

So much do we value busyness, researchers say they have found a 
human “aversion” to idleness and need for “justifiable busyness.” Chris- 
topher Hsee, a psychologist and professor of behavioral science at the 
University of Chicago, gave ninety-eight students a survey to fill out. 
Then he gave them a choice. They could either sit idly and wait for fif- 
teen minutes before taking a second survey. Or they could walk fifteen 
minutes round-trip to drop the first survey off—the equivalent of 
unnecessary busywork. Hsee found that the group that had busied 
itself with walking felt happier. “If idle people remain idie,” Hsee wrote, 
“they are miserable.””° 

These days even the superrich and powerful are superbusy. No longer 
content to show status by lazing about in conspicuous idleness as in 
the past, elites today act more like the U2 mega-rock star, Bono, who 
jets off to Africa and global capitals to meet with world leaders and 
push for a cure for AIDS and debt forgiveness for impoverished 
countries—squeezing humanitarian work in between songwriting 
and concert dates. The Microsoft billionaire Bill Gates, a man who was 
once so busy he slept under his desk at work rather than lose a minute 
away from the office, is now so busy seeking cures for malaria and pro- 
moting innovation and education reform that he’s hung up his golf 
clubs.” Celebrities, such as the star chef Marcus Samuelsson, stuff as 
much “wild and frenetic life” into their fifteen-minute window of fame 
to last a lifetime. Samuelsson cooks, runs six restaurants, has a cook- 
ware collection, a line of tea, deals with airlines and credit card compa- 
nies, TV appearances, two websites, four cookbooks, and a memoir.”** 
“In the contemporary money culture,” wrote the columnist Daniel 
Gross, “to be at leisure, to be idle, is to be irrelevant.””’ 

I met with a group of researchers at Leisure ‘Trends, a consumer 
research and marketing company for the outdoor sports and recreation 
industry in Boulder, Colorado. ‘They first noticed busyness creeping 
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into the leisure industry in the 1990s with the dot-com bubble. “Leisure 
time became angst-ridden,” said Julia Clark Day, vice president of sales 
and marketing. “There was so little free time and people were working 
so hard, they felt like they had to make the right choice for what to do 
in their leisure time.” Since then, busyness has transformed the leisure 
industry. Years ago, she said, leisure retailers catered to consumers who 
could take weeklong backpacking trips. As people got busier, the in- 
dustry’s focus narrowed to selling equipment for activities people could 
do in a weekend, like a camping trip or a fly-fishing getaway. The focus 
shrank again around the time of 9/11, she said, to what people could do 
in a day. By 2010, she said, the time focus narrowed to what people could 
do in about four hours in an afternoon—a canoe trip, say, to a nearby 
stream with the family. The mind-set in the leisure industry soon be- 
came, what could people do closer to home? How could they reinvent 
their commute? “And now, the focus is on what you can do in forty-five 
minutes over lunch,” she said. “Keen Footwear even pioneered the idea 
of taking a ten- to fifteen-minute Instant Recess. They want people to go 
outside and do something they love. Or just move.”*? 


Life in the early twenty-first century wasn’t supposed to be so busy. The 
economist John Maynard Keynes, in his 1930 essay “Economic Possi- 
bilities for Our Grandchildren,” predicted a fifteen-hour week by 2030, 
an end to the human struggle to survive, and time to enjoy “the hour 
and the day virtuously and well.” In the 1950s, some prominent 
thinkers predicted that the post-World War II boom in productivity 
and the ever-rising incomes and standards of living for Americans and 
the industrialized world could only mean that we were entering a new 
age of unprecedented leisure. All our basic needs would be met. Free 
from toil, we could begin to savor its fruits. True to the Greek ideal of 
the good life, we would spend our time cultivating the mind and the 
soul. Some economists, thinkers, and politicians like then-vice presi- 
dent Richard M. Nixon predicted that by 1990, Americans would enjoy 
a twenty-two-hour workweek, a six-month work year, or a standard 
retirement age of thirty-eight.” Many thought a four-day workweek 
was looming on the horizon. In 1959, Senator Eugene McCarthy chaired 
special hearings on shortening weekly work hours from the official 
forty, which had been enshrined in federal law since 1938.7 
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The idea that leisure was now meant for all was, truly, a radical no- 
tion. For most of human history, it was the kind of time available only 
to the wealthy and the powerful. An article in the Harvard Business 
Review in 1959 worried that “boredom, which used to bother only 
aristocrats, had become a common curse.” Thinkers worried about 
what workers unaccustomed to so much free time would do with it and 
whether they’d squander it in idle “loafing.” In the early 1960s, CBS 
broadcast a year-end round table of commentators and asked: “What is 
the gravest crisis facing the American people in the year ahead?” One 
panelist said heightened cold war tensions. Another said revolutions in 
Latin America. Longtime TV journalist Eric Sevareid said the most 
dangerous threat to the nation was “the rise of leisure.”** 

In the purest sense, leisure is not being slothful, idle, or frivolous. It is, 
in the words of leisure researcher Ben Hunnicutt, simply being open to 
the wonder and marvel of the present. “The miracle of now,” he calls it, to 
choose to do something with no other aim than that it refreshes the soul, 
or to choose to do nothing at all. To just be and feel fully alive. The high- 
minded Greeks called leisure skole. Like school, they considered it a 
time for learning and cultivating oneself and one’s passions. It is a time 
not just for play, recreation, and connection with others but also for 
meditation, reflection, and deep thought.” Throughout the course of 
history, in this “leisure” time away from toil, elite men—the ones who, as 
Jonathan Gershuny explained over lunch in Paris, enjoyed true leisure 
for most of human history—came up with some of the most brilliant in- 
novations, enduring art, and soaring discoveries humanity has ever 
known. The “leisure class,” Bertrand Russell wrote, “cultivated the arts 
and discovered the sciences; it wrote the books, invented the philoso- 
phies, and refined social relations. Even the liberation of the oppressed 
has usually been inaugurated from above. Without the leisure class, 
mankind would never have emerged from barbarism.” In his 1932 classic 
essay, “In Praise of Idleness,” Russell heralded a coming time when mod- 
ern technology would bring shorter work hours and time for leisure to 
be enjoyed equally by everyone. Work and leisure both would be “de- 
lightful,” and the world would be the better for it. “Every person pos- 
sessed of scientific curiosity will be able to indulge it, and every painter 
will be able to paint without starving . . . Above all, there will be happi- 
ness and joy of life, instead of frayed nerves, weariness and dyspepsia.” 

Throughout history, the uneducated poor and working classes had 
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a measure of time that, if not dedicated to high-minded pursuits, was 
at least free from work. The economist Juliet Schor writes that in 
fourth-century Rome, there were 175 public festival days a year. In the 
Middle Ages, though peasants and serfs worked in the fields from 
sunup to sundown, they broke for breakfast, lunch, afternoon nap, 
dinner, and midmorning and midafternoon breathers. Church holi- 
days, Sabbath days, saints’ days, official rest days, public feasts and fes- 
tivals, and weeklong “ales” to celebrate major milestones like births, 
marriages, and deaths took up about one-third of the year in England. 
In Spain and France, Schor estimates that even the hardest workers 
had nearly half the year off.” 

What changed, she argues, was the introduction of the clock in the 
thirteenth century and the rise of manufacturing. Time became money 
and employers had the power to control both. Work hours climbed 
steadily until, at the turn of the twentieth century, workdays as long as 
fifteen hours, six or seven days a week, became the industry standard. 
The U.S. steel industry enforced a twelve-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week 
schedule until 1923.” During a 1912 millworkers strike for shorter work 
hours in Lawrence, Massachusetts, the mostly women workers sang, 
“Yes, it is bread we fight for. But we fight for roses, too.” “They were call- 
ing for time for family. Time for joy,” said Ellen Bravo, who heads Family 
Values @ Work and lobbies for policies to support working families. 
“Rather than seeing leisure as a frivolous, privileged notion, they saw it as 
a very human and laudable concept. That we all deserve time for roses.” 

In the 1950s, work hours did finally begin to fall. Leisure time was 
on the rise. 

“So my question,” Ben Hunnicutt told me, “is what the hell 
happened?” 

Some argue that today’s knowledge economy professions—art, 
technology, engineering, communications, politics, think tanks, aca- 
demics, and the like—are more like leisure pursuits of the mind that 
the Greeks envisioned, and that to be fully engaged in life through 
work is a good thing.” 

But economists like Schor argue that a voracious advertising indus- 
try creates shiny new wants and that insatiable consumer spending 
now powers 70 percent of the U.S. economy. The astonishing rise in the 
cost of medical care, the cost of living, and ever-steeper housing prices 
for ever-larger homes have outstripped stagnant earnings. As a result, 
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household debt has reached historic highs,” and people are drowning 
in stuff—caught up in what she calls a vicious cycle of “work and spend.” 

Hunnicutt sees something deeper happening, too. “Work has 
become central in our lives, answering the religious questions of ‘Who 
are you?’ and ‘How do you find meaning and purpose in your life?” he 
told me. “Leisure has been trivialized. Something only silly girls want, 
to have time to shop and gossip.” 

Even in academia, scholars confess they’re sometimes embarrassed to 
say they study leisure, as, to be honest, I often was when I told people what 
I was researching for this book. Karla Henderson, who studies women’s 
leisure at North Carolina State University, has been contemplating writ- 
ing a paper with the title, “Don’t Laugh When I Say Leisure.” “I think my 
mother thinks what I study is kind of goofy,” she told me. Henderson’s 
own Leisure Studies department has been renamed the Department of 
Parks, Recreation and Tourism Management. “We live in a society that 
thinks work is far better than leisure. But when you really understand 
what leisure is, what it means to the quality of your life and the relation- 
ships you have, leisure is really, really important,” she said. “Leisure is 
so misunderstood. That’s what makes people feel guilty about it.” 

Without time to reflect, to live fully present in the moment and face 
what is transcendent about our lives, Hunnicutt says, we are doomed 
to live in purposeless and banal busyness. “Then we starve the capacity 
we have to love,” he said. “It creates this ‘unquiet heart, as Saint Augus- 
tine said, that is ever desperate for fulfillment.” 


Ann Burnett hunches over a table across from me in a café on the North 
Dakota State University campus. Spread out before us are stacks and 
stacks of holiday letters we've brought from her office, arranged in manila 
folders neatly by year. A handful are marked with a big A across the top. 

“A as in a grade? For a good Christmas letter?” I ask, waving one 
at her. 

“A for authentic,” she says. “Do these letters show people living 
authentic lives?” 

“Meaning?” 

“Do they recognize that life is finite,” she says, “that they're going 
to die.” 

“That’s pretty heavy for a Christmas letter, isn’t it?” 
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“When you realize you're going to die, you value your time more,” 
Burnett says. 

“That’s depressing.” 

“That,” Burnett says, “is living honestly and courageously in the 
moment. You're able to step back, stop, and smell the roses. Or realize 
the roses are even there. You recognize the past is gone. The future’s not 
set. You may still be busy, but you're savoring every second of it.” 

The German philosopher Martin Heidegger wrote that authentic 
living requires keeping both life and death in mind at all times, Bur- 
nett explains. He called it “dasein,” literally, human be-ing. Few of us 
are able to do it. It is, perhaps, only human nature to avoid at all costs 
thinking of life’s ultimate, unavoidable conclusion. Maybe that’s the 
attraction of busyness, she says. If we never have a moment to stop and 
think, we never have to face that terrifying truth. 

Burnett and her colleagues scrutinized a random sample of close to 
six hundred Christmas letters to look for signs of people living authen- 
tic lives. They found only thirty-two. Burnett shows me an example: 
“Dear Friends, Hither and Yon, In this, my 80th season, I’m learning 
that life is increasingly a process of LETTING GO of loved ones, family 
and friends who have been closer than family. Of special places I have 
loved to be and things it has been a joy to do.” Another describes how a 
near-fatal accident made the family more aware of “the transience of 
this lovely life together.” 

The vast majority of the other letter writers, Burnett says, were living 
in what Heidegger called “forfeiture,” a lack of self-awareness from being 
so distracted with the hectic busyness in everyday life. “Life is short,” 
Burnett and her coauthors wrote in their analysis of the letters. “If we 
are unable to get off the gerbil’s endless wheel, and appreciate what life 
is about, we may never be able to recognize fully lifes meaning and 
ultimate happiness.”*° 

I think with regret how, caught up in my own busy forfeiture, over 
the years my holiday greetings have diminished from thoughtful, 
handwritten notes to hastily signed photo cards to a Facebook post to, 
one recent year, nothing at all. 

Burnett says it’s time to go. Time for me to go to the airport and for 
her to go for her radiation treatment. Burnett has cancer. We carefully 
pack up the piles of Christmas letters. As she drives me back to the 
Radisson, she muses on how busy she herself has always been. There 
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were years of going “one hundred miles an hour,” teaching, research- 
ing, serving on statewide boards, getting her daughter to piano lessons, 
speech tournaments, band concerts, and throwing her “spectacular” 
birthday parties. At dinner the night before, Burnett’s daughter, now 
twenty-one, explained that she, too, has always felt compelled to be 
busy. “I don’t know what to do with myself with free time,” she admit- 
ted. And neither, really, did Burnett. Before she got sick, Burnett says 
she felt exhausted, that she had no time for herself, that everyone wanted 
a piece of her until she was spent. She wonders, sometimes, if being 
that busy is part of what made her sick. If she had known more the toll 
it would take, would she have tried to change? Now, she says, her 
cancer treatments leave her so wiped out she has no choice but to slow 
down. “It’s frustrating. And I feel a little guilty,” she says. “There’s so 
much more I want to do.” 


4 


THE INCREDIBLE SHRINKING BRAIN 


To pay attention, this is our endless and proper work. 
—Mary Oliver 


Emily Ansell flips on her computer. We peer intently at what look like 
irregular yellow blobs encased in the dusky blue-black outline of a 
human skull. Ansell points to an oddly shaped yellow blip, an island of 
bright color in the blackness of the brain scan, nestled just behind 
what looks like the forehead and eye sockets. 

The yellow blob, she explains, is the prefrontal cortex. It is the key 
to human intelligence. In its size and complexity, it is, in short, what 
distinguishes humans from animals and makes us who we are. And, 
Ansell says, what she and other neuroscientists are finding is that when 
a human feels pressed for time, rushed and caught up in the overwhelm, 
that yellow blob does something alarming: It shrinks. 

Ansell, thirty-six, is an assistant professor of psychiatry at the Yale 
Stress Center, where the soothing waiting room has the plush purple 
velvet chairs, tinkling fountain, soft lighting, and basket of organic 
teas you'd find at a high-end spa. She has short brunette hair and a 
blissful smile. She herself works hard at not feeling stressed. Among 
other things, she gets enough sleep, eats right, exercises, stops to breathe, 
meditates, sets realistic expectations, and makes constant adjustments 
to her goals and her schedule—as life around her shifts. But she recog- 
nizes that she’s in the minority. The American Psychological Associa- 
tion reports that Americans are chronically overstressed.' The World 
Health Organization found that Americans live in the richest country, 
but they are also the most anxious.’ The average high school kid today 
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experiences the same level of anxiety as the average psychiatric patient 
of the 1950s.° And perhaps most disturbing, scientists are finding that 
when children are exposed to stress—often stemming from the over- 
whelm of their parents—it can alter not only their neurological and 
hormonal systems but also their very DNA.* 

As a clinical psychologist who has treated patients with high levels 
of daily stress, Ansell wanted to know what that was doing to the brain. 
After watching Ann Burnett drive off to her chemotherapy appointment, 
so did I. 

Ansell explains that she and a team of researchers at Yale were 
among the first to put relatively healthy people into brain scanners to 
see what’s happening to the brain on overwhelm. That they found the 
prefrontal cortex most affected is troubling, she says. The prefrontal 
cortex is the most recently and highly evolved part of the human brain. 
It regulates physiological functions like blood pressure, heart rate, and 
glucose levels. More, it governs our highest cognitive “executive func- 
tions”: how we think and reason, how we learn, plan, concentrate, 
remember, judge, and control ourselves. 

Ansell points to a little almond-shaped doodad on the brain scan— 
the amygdala. The amygdala, she explains, is the seat of negative emo- 
tions like fear, aggression, and anxiety. The rational prefrontal cortex 
controls the id-like amygdala, keeping it in check and presentable in 
civilized society. 

When we're feeling stressed, other brain scan studies are finding, the 
amygdala flicks on like a lightbulb, Ansell says. We become emotional, 
angry, and frustrated. We yell at our kids, we can’t find our #$(& keys, 
we flip off the snotty driver of the BMW that just cut us off in traffic 
when we're already running late, and we are sorely tempted to hurl 
something out the window on an ugly deadline. The prefrontal cortex 
acts like a patient yet controlling kindergarten teacher. “It tells the 
amygdala to calm down, that everything's going to be all right,” Ansell 
says, gently waving her hands as if soothing a child’s forehead. “The 
prefrontal cortex is what tells you you're going to be able to cope.” 

But when stress becomes more than an occasional burst, when it 
becomes a constant, grinding swirl of rushing, gulping for air, feeling 
behind and worried, jumping from task to task and never feeling there’s 
time to do everything you have to do, then, Ansell and her colleagues 
are finding, the prefrontal cortex itself begins to shut down. The more 
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stress, the scans show, the smaller the volume of neuron-rich gray 
matter in this key region of the brain. 

That shrinkage, Ansell and her coauthors hypothesize, impairs our 
ability to keep our cool, think clearly, reason, plan well, organize, re- 
member, make good decisions, or just calm down at the very explosive 
moments when we need to the most. And that loss of self-control, she 
says, could also heighten the risk of addiction and destructive behav- 
ior. “The prevailing view for years was that once we reached a certain 
age, our brains would stabilize and never change,” Ansell explains. “But 
now studies like ours are discovering that the brain is plastic, it’s con- 
stantly changing—not just the neural connections and not just the 
functions, but the actual structure. This is brand-new science.” 

And operating under the weight of so much constant stress, the 
brain is not changing for the better. 


In truth, the body was built for stress. A little stress is good for us. It’s a 
part of the reason why humans exist today at all. When our ancestors 
were living on the veldt and out in the wild, they needed to be con- 
stantly on the lookout for danger, for man-eating tigers, poisonous 
snakes, and a host of other flora and fauna lying in wait to kill them. 
Then, as now, at the first sign of threat, the hypothalamus, a tiny region 
at the base of the brain, sets off an alarm, prompting the adrenal glands 
to release a surge of hormones, including adrenaline and cortisol, into 
the bloodstream. The flood of adrenaline drives up the heart rate, blood 
pressure, body temperature, and energy supplies. Muscles tense. Palms 
start to sweat. The heart races. Lungs, like bellows, begin to pump air. 
Cortisol, the primary stress hormone, floods sugary glucose into the 
bloodstream, to give muscles the boost to act fast. It shuts down any 
bodily functions not absolutely necessary for survival at that critical 
moment, including digestion and reproduction. Dopamine, the reward 
hormone, which is key in forming cravings, addictions, and habits, 
floods the deep-brain structure called the basal ganglia. The neurons 
in the thinking prefrontal cortex literally stop firing. The older, more 
emotional and automatic part of the brain takes over. All the better to 
put every ounce of your energy into full-on fight-or-flight mode as you 
turn from a hungry bear or a spear-wielding enemy and hightail it as 
fast as you can back to the safety of your cave. 
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Within an hour after collapsing in relief in your cave, the heart rate 
slows, the muscles relax, and the body returns to a calmer state. Because 
running away from life-threatening danger is, ultimately, good for the 
survival of the species, the body adapted to handle cycles of occa- 
sional surges of stress and return to calm. Scientists have come to refer 
to this natural stress-recovery cycle as “allostasis,” which literally means 
“achieving stability through change.” 

Cortisol levels are designed to be at their lowest during sleep and to 
rise gradually through the morning to fortify you to brave the day 
before dropping again in the evening to calm you for sleep. The body 
has become so adapted to this cycle that researchers have found that, in 
animals, at least, those who experience the most debilitating post- 
traumatic stress disorder after a harrowing event are the ones who aren’t 
producing enough fight-or-flight cortisol when they experience it. 

So a little stress is good. Some excitement or a new challenge rewires 
the brain in positive ways to help you learn and acquire new skills. But 
if the body is repeatedly stressed-out and anxious, when it is continu- 
ously bathed in cortisol rather than just spritzed now and then, all the 
finely tuned systems designed to protect the body begin to turn against 
it. That’s when it goes into what scientists call “allostatic overload.”’ 

That overload is not only shrinking our brains, it’s making us sick. 

Researchers like Ronald Glaser, director of the Institute for Behav- 
ioral Medicine Research at Ohio State University, have documented 
how stress weakens the body’s immune system, making it more sus- 
ceptible to inflammation, cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, 
type 2 diabetes, arthritis, osteoporosis, obesity, Alzheimer’s disease, and 
other debilitating ailments.’ Stress is connected to depression and anx- 
iety, particularly for women, who are twice as prone to the conditions. 
One study found that men’s brains produce 52 percent more mood- 
regulating serotonin than women’s.” 

Glaser and others have found links between stress and autoimmune 
deficiency diseases such as chronic fatigue syndrome and Epstein-Barr 
and between stress and delays in wound healing. And, because inflam- 
mation can encourage tumors to grow, survive, and spread, Glaser and 
other researchers have linked stress to cancer." 

Bruce McEwen, who heads the neuroendocrinology lab at Rocke- 
feller University in New York, was among the first to find that stress 
can alter the actual structure of the brain. In a series of lab experiments, 
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McEwen put rats into restraints during their resting period for several 
hours a day for up to three weeks. Just being confined like that was 
enough to produce a state of constant stress, he found. Then he looked 
at their brains. The neurons of the prefrontal cortex and the hippo- 
campus, areas that govern learning and memory, had atrophied and 
shriveled, while those of the amygdala, the home of negative emotions 
like anxiety and fear, actually grew. “The animals, not surprisingly, 
became more anxious and less cognitively flexible and showed a some- 
what impaired memory,” McEwen told me. “But what’s interesting is, 
when we stopped the stress, these effects all disappeared.” 

McEwen found that age was a critical factor in the brain returning 
to normal. Young rats recovered fully within three weeks. Middle-aged 
rats recovered only partially. And older rats, not at all. “How this trans- 
lates to humans is much more complicated. Some people take better 
care of themselves than others,” he said. “And there are interventions, 
like getting a sedentary person to walk five out of seven days a week for 
an hour a day, that have shown that the hippocampus becomes larger 
and improves mental flexibility.” 

But McEwen is worried about this constant stress bath that modern 
humans are slopping around in. Studies have found that the more 
stressed-out medical students feel, the worse they do on tests measur- 
ing the mental flexibility of the prefrontal cortex. Stress can lead to sleep 
deprivation, which can lead to cognitive impairment, overeating, and 
addiction. Other studies have found that stress can, literally, age some- 
one. Especially women. A study of more than 13,000 genes in four brain 
regions found that 667 were expressed differently in men and women. 
And of those, 98 percent led to more rapid aging in women, something 
researchers attributed to women’s “higher stress load.”'’? McEwen 
said researchers know that stress hits the bodies and brains harder in 
those with low socioeconomic resources, low self-esteem, tough child- 
hoods,” little physical activity, and few friends. And, from functional- 
imaging studies, a seemingly simple task like counting backward can 
cause enough stress to make lasting neural changes in the brain. 

“I think we're in a brave new world,” McEwen told me. “I look at 
families where both parents are working, where they spend all their 
time carting their kids around. I look at my own family—how we 
spend a huge amount of time on our weekends at baseball, gymnastics, 
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lacrosse games, rather than relaxing. There’s pressure all the time, 
from work, from the family. Yowve got media coming at you, e-mail 
coming at you. You've got so many choices, so much pulling at your 
attention, and you feel you're being pushed from all sides.” 

Which is exactly why Ansell and her colleagues wanted to see what 
that overwhelming “everydayathon” was doing to the brain. 

Ansell and her coauthors first had seventy men and thirty-three 
women volunteers between the ages of eighteen and fifty fill out an 
extensive questionnaire, called the Cumulative Adversity Interview 
checklist, about the stress in their lives. Had they ever experienced 
major stressful events, such as failing a grade? Or did their parents 
divorce or abandon them? Another set of questions asked about trauma. 
Had they been in combat, or a natural disaster, were they ever attacked? 
They were asked about recent stressful events—a death in the family, a 
breakup with a romantic partner, a serious injury, or a financial crisis. 
A final set of questions asked them to rate their perceived “chronic” 
stress level: “You're trying to take on too many things at once.” “Your 
job often leaves you feeling both mentally and physically tired.” Or 
“There is seldom enough time to complete the things you need to do.” 

Researchers have found that the way people fee! about the stress in 
their lives is a far more powerful predictor of their general health— 
whether they're more likely to be depressed, anxious, smoke cigarettes, 
or overeat—than any other measure. The perception is more precise, 
even, than actual stressful life events. In other words, what we think 
about ourselves and our lives is our reality. Ansell and the other Yale 
researchers rated the answers, then put the volunteers into a Siemens 
3-tesla scanner and took MRI scans of their brains. 

For their study, Ansell and her colleagues weren't trying to capture 
how an individual’s brain changes over time. Instead, they sought to 
understand how the cumulative effects of a lifetime of stress actually 
shaped it. In order to do so, they controlled for their subjects’ varia- 
tions in head size, age, gender, and other factors to make all of their 
brains comparable. That’s when they discovered that the combination 
of living through a number of stressful events and the strong percep- 
tion that life is stressful proved to be the most toxic for the brain. These 
subjects’ brains were smaller than others’ in four distinct areas—parts 
that help us make good decisions; pay attention; control our emotions, 
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our moods, our appetites, our anxieties, and our impulse for risky be- 
havior; and govern whether we get a good night’s sleep. * Compared to 
the subjects who'd had fewer stressful experiences and didn't feel quite 
as stressed-out by everyday life, Ansell said these “worst-case-scenario” 
volunteers’ gray matter brain volume was, on average, fully 20 percent 
smaller. “It’s really clear. As your adverse life events increase, your 
gray matter decreases. And if you feel really stressed as well, it de- 
creases even more,” Ansell says. “It shows how vulnerable we are. 
Maybe our study volunteers don’t have major anxiety or depression 
now. But the next time they get really stressed-out and start feeling 
overwhelmed, their brains may be more vulnerable to the pathways by 
which major anxiety and depression can occur.” 


Huda Akil is a neuroscientist at the University of Michigan who has 
spent her career studying the neurobiology of emotions and stress. 
Every era, she says, has required humanity to adapt to the stresses of 
the day—war, disease, famine, pestilence, revolution, industrialization, 
the cold war, terrorism. Breakthroughs in technology throughout 
history have made it seem like information is exploding and time hur- 
tling too far forward, too fast: the clock, the pencil, the printing press, 
and the electric lightbulb that divorced us from our natural circadian 
rhythms. 

Stress, she said, is no more and no less than the inability to predict 
and control the forces that shape our lives. And those two factors are 
exactly what makes this particular Age of Overwhelm so insane. We 
have yet to learn how to control the unprecedented flood of infor- 
mation coming at us. And the nature of what we do and how we do it 
has been completely transformed in less than a century: We've morphed 
as a civilization from the hard physical labor of rural agricultural work 
to the sedentary chair sitting of urban knowledge workers. That’s a far 
more stressful life. 

“Think about the farmer,” Akil tells me. “The farmer can’t control 
and predict very much either. So why is that any better or worse than 
being on Wall Street? As a farmer, if there was a freeze that destroyed 
your crops, that might've stressed you, but it wasn’t your fault. But as a 
knowledge worker, you're expected to be in charge of everything. And 
when things go wrong, it is your fault. The thinking is, you could have 
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planned more, or you should have anticipated what went wrong. That 
combination of having a lot coming at you and of shifting away from 
physical work—which does help cope with stress—and not even being 
able to say, ‘It’s not my fault, I surrender to higher forces, whether you 
believe it’s weather or God—that’s been taken away.” 


The human brain grew to its current size over millennia, largely, scien- 
tists surmise, because humans lived in social groups and needed to 
cooperate in order to survive. But Torkel Klingberg, a Swedish pro- 
fessor of cognitive neuroscience, writes in The Overflowing Brain that 
the human brain today is very much the same size and shape as it was 
forty thousand years ago when the world of Cro-Magnon humans was 
a much, much simpler place. The brain can still hold only about seven 
pieces of information in the working memory at any time. Beyond that, 
we're fried. These days, Klingberg writes, our Cro-Magnon brains are 
close to what he calls maximum “channel capacity.” 

In the early twenty-first century, researchers at the University of 
California, San Diego, estimate that global information consumption 
exceeds 9.57 zettabtyes a year. These researchers calculated that in 
2008, Americans gobbled up information for 1.3 trillion hours, mowing 
through 100,000 words and 34 gigabytes of data about 12 hours a day.” 
Every second, the world’s e-mail users produce messages equivalent in 
size to more than sixteen thousand copies of The Complete Works of 
Shakespeare. People so dread coming back from vacation to an inbox 
bursting with unread e-mail that they say on surveys that they hesitate to 
go on vacation at all, or that they plan to check e-mail while they're away 
just so it won't get out of control. (This sentiment prompted Daimler, the 
German car company, to create a “Mail on Holiday” automatic return 
message for workers. Anyone trying to reach a Daimler worker will get a 
canned email saying the worker is on vacation, giving them an alterna- 
tive contact and then deleting the email entirely.)’? Studies have found 
that information workers have so much coming at them, they switch 
tasks every three minutes, making the workday fragmented and inco- 
herent.”° RescueTime, a program that follows customers’ every move on 
computers, reports that people use seventeen different programs on a 
typical day and visit at least forty different websites, losing themselves in 
what RescueTime founder Tony Wright calied “information porn.”*! 
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Jonathan Spira, author of Overload!, has spent the past twenty 
years studying information overwhelm. He found that just reading 
and processing the daily onslaught of e-mails can occupy over half a 
worker’s day. His surveys have discovered that two-thirds of workers 
feel they don’t have enough time to get all their work done and 94 per- 
cent have at some point felt “overwhelmed by information to the point 
of incapacitation.””” 

Trying to even decide what to pay attention to in all that noise, 
writes time management guru David Allen, not only taxes the brain 
but also wears down the willpower and leads to “decision fatigue.” We 
can't decide what to think about, worrying about home stuff at work 
and work stuff at home, “so then we walk around with what I call the 
GSA of life—the Gnawing Sense of Anxiety that something out there 
might be more important than what you're currently doing,” he told 
The Atlantic. lf only we could remember what that something is.” 

With the brain so overloaded and the willpower weakened, it’s be- 
come hard to resist interrupting whatever it is you're doing to check 
the constant chimes and dings of the smartphone or the computer tell- 
ing you a new e-mail or text has arrived, that someone has made a new 
Friend request or is now following you on Twitter. Neuroscientists have 
discovered that anticipating those electronic notifications triggers a 
sweet narcotic dopamine release in our brains much like any powerful 
addiction or craving. And when the text is short, the thought incom- 
plete, or the message fragmented, which leaves us feeling slightly 
unsatisfied, the dopamine levels surge, rocketing through our systems, 
firing up the desire for more more more.”* 

But those constant interruptions strain the brain further and make 
a hash of our time. For every interruption, Jonathan Spira writes, it 
takes ten to twenty times the amount of the interruption time to re- 
turn to the previous task: It can take five minutes after a mere thirty- 
second interruption to get back on track. Fully one-third of every worker’s 
day, he reports, is taken up by these endless cycles of unnecessary 
interruptions. Even Fortune 500 CEOs, with the ultimate power to pre- 
dict and control their own time, are not immune. One study found they 
averaged only twenty-eight uninterrupted, productive minutes a day.*® 
“This overwhelm is not any one thing,” Huda Akil told me. “It’s not 
just technology. It’s not just two-career couples. It’s a thousand little stabs. 
You put that together and it’s like being constantly slightly jet-lagged.” 
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Pushing the brain’s channel capacity to the breaking point is the 
modern predilection for multitasking. No two tasks done simultane- 
ously, studies have shown, can be done with 100 percent of one’s abil- 
ity. Driving while talking on the cell phone slows reaction times and 
awareness to the same degree that driving over the legal alcohol limit 
does. And the distractions from too many things going on at once 
hamper the brain’s “spam filter” and the ability to distinguish between 
relevant and irrelevant information.” Or, as one British study found, 
multitasking makes you stupid—dumber than getting stoned.” 

Though it’s a popular notion that women’s brains are wired to multi- 
task and men’s to compartmentalize, neuroscientists have found that’s 
patently untrue.’ And Barbara Schneider, a sociologist at Michigan 
State University who studies multitasking and time, reports that men 
and women actually spend about the same amount of time doing at 
least two things at once. She finds that both mothers and fathers now 
spend more than half their waking hours multitasking, double the 
multitasking they did in 1975. 

Both men and women say they feel productive multitasking. But 
women report feeling more frustrated, irritated, and stressed by it. 
That, Schneider says, could be because fathers multitask more at work, 
juggling between different work-related activities, while mothers switch 
from work to kids to home and back again. That distracted role over- 
load takes an emotional toll.? And contaminated time, ruminating 
over the endless to-do list streaming across the brain like CNN’s cease- 
less news ticker, saps mental energy.*° “All those gear shifts women are 
expected to make in a day is mentally exhausting because everything 
requires attention,” neuroscientist Huda Akil told me. “Part of what the 
brain does to manage stress is to constantly decide what merits atten- 
tion now and what can be ignored. Not everything can be salient simul- 
taneously and get your undivided attention.” 

But undivided is precisely what attention is not. 

Take, for example, the controversial diagnosis of attention-deficit/ 
hyperactivity disorder. The condition was once solely associated with 
fidgety little boys. Now, adult women are the fastest-growing group not 
only being diagnosed with ADHD but also using mind-focusing medi- 
cation to clear the jumble, soaring 264 percent between 2001 and 2011.” 

Daniel Goldin, a California psychotherapist, has a different expla- 
nation for the explosion in adult diagnoses: modern life. “If you're 
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feeling very anxious and doing one hundred different things at once, 
your attention is going to suffer, the ability to plan and be goal directed 
is going to become increasingly difficult,” he told me. “All these women 
being diagnosed with ADHD are just overwhelmed.” Joanna Mon- 
crieff, a senior lecturer in the Mental Health Sciences Unit at Univer- 
sity College London, has gone so far as to write in the prestigious British 
Medical Journal that ADHD does not exist at all in adults, calling the 
explosion in diagnoses the “medicalization of underperformance.” 
“lam convinced,” she wrote in an e-mail, “that the increase in women 
being labeled is because the drug companies are trying to tap the mar- 
ket for ‘neurosis. ” 

But Patricia Quinn, a medical doctor who has studied ADHD in 
women and girls for thirty years, says women have always had ADHD 
but went undiagnosed because they were better able to cope when they 
had fewer roles to juggle in simpler times. Modern life simply pushed 
them over the edge. 

“Women come to me saying, ‘I’m running as fast as I can to do 
what everybody else seems to do so effortlessly, and I can't keep up, ” 
said Quinn, who herself has been diagnosed with ADHD and, after a 
lifetime of losing her keys or getting locked out of her car, sometimes 
with her kids inside, proudly showed me her new Toyota Solara that 
doesn't require a key. 


The renowned psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi was one of the 
first social scientists to document how human time was becoming frag- 
mented and the toll that was taking on what he maintains is the “peak” 
human experience: a state he calls flow. Flow is a timeless space, where 
one becomes absorbed in the challenge of the task at hand—the sur- 
geon in the middle of a complex procedure, the artist caught up in the 
act of creation, the child playing in her own imaginary world. In flow, 
humans lose themselves and feel most at peace. It is a state that he de- 
scribes as greater than happiness. And it requires undivided attention 
and uninterrupted time. 

I called Csikszentmihalyi. There is no question that the overwhelm 
and information overload are fracturing time for both men and women 
and splintering it into whirling bits of time confetti. But for years time 
studies have shown that women’s time is more fragmented than men’s 
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time. Their role overload, juggling work and home, has been greater 
and their responsibilities and “task density” more intense. What, I won- 
dered, does that mean for a woman’s opportunity to reach this optimal 
human state of flow? And if fewer women spend uninhibited time in 
this thoughtful, creative, joyful space, the sort of timeless room of one’s 
own that Virginia Woolf imagined, what is the cost? To themselves 
and their experience of being alive? To their families? To the world, 
even, for the ideas or creations that don’t have the time and space to be 
born? 

“You are definitely onto a rather large problem,” Csikszentmihalyi 
told me. He has found discrepancies for women, not only in the actual 
opportunity to have time for flow but also for allowing themselves to 
get there in the first place. “When I lecture about flow, in the question- 
and-answer period, there is always the same question: ‘But doesn't 
one feel guilty when you are in flow because you forget everything 
except what you are doing? Isn't that giving up on the rest of your 
responsibilities—giving in to total involvement in what you are doing 
and not caring about anything or anyone else?’ That question, almost 
100 percent of the time, is asked by a woman. It’s clear that it’s much 
more difficult for women to feel that they can get immersed in some- 
thing and forget themselves, forget time, forget everything around 
them.” l 

Csikszentmihalyi is the pioneer of a very different kind of time 
study, one that seeks to understand not only what people are doing in a 
given moment, like John Robinson, but also how they perceive it. He 
calls it the Experience Sampling Method. He has his subjects wear a 
pager and then beeps them at random times during the day and asks 
not only what they are doing but how they feel about it. When he asks 
people about their time in flow, most men report feeling captivated 
by an adventure or a rewarding experience. Women, however, tell him 
that they most often reach a flow state when they force themselves to 
transform a boring, mundane task that has to be done. “One of the first 
women I interviewed described flow as the feeling she got when iron- 
ing her husband’s shirts,” he said. “That was very strange to me. But I got 
used to it, because other women talked the same way about cooking, 
washing dishes, or doing housework.” 

In his studies, he usually finds men do one and a half things at a 
time. Whereas women, particularly mothers, do about five things at 
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once. And, at the same time, they are caught up in contaminated time, 
thinking about and planning two or three things more. So they are 
never fully experiencing their external or their internal worlds. And if 
you are never really here or there, then what kind of life are you living? 
“It is a problem,” he said. “It is often very difficult for women to be able 
to live in the moment.” 

The sociologist Christena Nippert-Eng has written that throughout 
history, women’s time has always been subjected to unpredictable in- 
terruptions, while men’s ability to experience blocks of unbroken time 
has been protected. The “good” secretary and the “good” wife were the 
ones guarding it. Uninterrupted time is the territory of the advantaged, 
she wrote. To be interrupted is to exist in a “state of dishonor.””” 

Time, I was learning, was not only money, as the saying goes. It was 
power. 

When you are overwhelmed, when you can neither predict nor con- 
trol the forces shaping your time, when you don’t even have time to 
think about why you're overwhelmed, much less what to do about it, 
you are powerless. From the moment I began keeping my time diary, I 
realized that’s how I'd felt. So this journey to understand the roots of 
time confetti and discover the secrets to time serenity was really about 
finding how to get a measure of that power back. There are good an- 
swers. But it would take me a while to find them. 

J decided to start looking for them in the first great arena of life. 
I would go to Work. 


PART TWO 


WORK 


Oy, 


THE IDEAL WORKER IS NOT 
YOUR MOTHER 


We work to have leisure, on which happiness depends. 
—Aristotle 


Renate Rivelli loved her job. The thirty-nine-year-old single mother of 
two loved her job in the Human Resources Department of the elegant 
four-star Brown Palace Hotel in Denver so much that she never minded 
working the occasional crazy hours, sometimes braving snow and ice 
and closed streets to come back after she’d tucked her kids into bed for 
the night to help get payroll out or, when the housekeeping staff couldn't 
make it, to snap on plastic gloves and clean rooms herself. 

She loved walking through the kitchens because the smells re- 
minded her of her Austrian grandmother's cooking. She found mean- 
ing and purpose in her work as the benefits manager. So many of the 
hotel’s cooks and maids had such struggles. Some had lost a husband 
or children in a faraway genocide or war. Some labored mightily to make 
ends meet. It humbled her, as stretched as she herself sometimes felt, to 
be able to help someone on the verge of breakdown switch money from 
a retirement account for the future to pay for the heat he or she needed 
now. The staff, she said, was like one big family. And for seven years, the 
Brown Palace, simply, was home. 

At the hotel, there was no such thing as flextime or telework, no 
family-friendly policies to help employees manage work and life 
demands. When her kids got sick, she said, the hotel didn’t allow her to 
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take sick days to care for them. Because she lived with her mother, a 
surgical technician who worked long hours herself, Rivelli was able to 
call on her for help. But a few times when her kids were older, her 
mother wasn’t available, and Rivelli couldn't afford to take a day off— 
three sick days in a six-month period put one’s job in jeopardy—she 
had no other option than to throw some movies in the DVD player, 
promise to call, and, seized with guilt, kiss her children goodbye and 
rush out the door. 

Once, she herself was so sick she wound up in the emergency room. 
Doctors were pumping her with antibiotics at 3 a.m. But she was back 
at the office by 7 a.m. to run an employee orientation because no one 
else could do it. She stayed until midnight repeatedly for several months, 
doing the work of two people after a coworker left. It was that kind of 
total devotion to work that won her consistently high performance 
reviews and recognition in 2005 as Manager of the Year. “I always gave 
150 percent,” she says matter-of-factly over a cup of coffee in Denver, 
pushing her short dark brown hair out of her eyes and straightening 
her crisp gray wool business pantsuit. 

So it came as a shock when hotel managers called her into their 
office in November 2008 and announced out of the blue that they'd 
created a new position in her department and she had a new boss— 
her younger, less experienced coworker. Rivelli had been on the job 
for seven years at that point. Her coworker, a young woman fresh out 
of college with no children, two. 

Stunned, Rivelli protested they hadn’t given her a chance to apply 
for it. 

The new position, they said, would require fifty to sixty hours of 
work each week, lots of travel, and possibly relocation to another city. 
That, they told her, was “simply not possible” for her because she already 
“had a full-time job at home with her children.” She was a mother. 

“I felt like I’d been kicked in the face. They obviously didn’t realize 
I worked those kinds of hours anyway,” Rivelli says. “I wasn’t even 
given an opportunity to say, ‘No, it sounds like too much work’ or ‘Let 
me talk to my family.’ They decided for me, based on their assumptions 
about my life as a mother.” 

To soothe her, the managers said they'd give Rivelli a $38 a week raise 
to her $42,000 annual salary—30 percent of which typically went to 
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cover the cost of child care. Instead, Rivelli called a lawyer and lodged 
a complaint with the Equal Opportunity Employment Commission.’ 

Rivelli would ultimately win a $105,000 settlement and a promise 
from the Brown Palace Hotel to refrain from gender discrimination. I 
had come to Denver to talk to Rivelli because, far from being another 
run-of-the-mill employment dispute, her case set a groundbreaking 
legal precedent. Hers became one of the EEOC’s first test cases in a 
brand-new kind of law called family responsibilities discrimination. 
As I struggled to understand how work fueled role overload and 
overwhelm, this new type of law, I came to see, strikes right at the 
source. 

In recent years, lawyers across the country have begun filing thou- 
sands of family responsibilities law actions in every state, in every in- 
dustry, and at every level in organizations. They include cases of 
mothers, like Rivelli, who have been held back or demoted, had pay 
docked, or have been fired because of their perceived lack of commit- 
ment to the workplace. But as fathers who are more fully involved in 
family life find themselves passed over for promotion or stigmatized at 
work, and as both men and women begin caring more for aging 
relatives—which nearly half of all American workers expect to do in the 
coming years’™— family responsibilities discrimination lawsuits climbed, 
mushrooming 400 percent from 2000 to 2010.* 

The premise is simple. Today’s workplace thinks and operates much 
as it did in the 1950s, when people expected the world to be neatly di- 
vided into two separate and unequal worlds: the man in the gray flan- 
nel suit who could devote himself entirely to work in one, and, in the 
other, his homemaker wife, taking care of everything and everyone 
else. But the worlds of work and caregiving have collided. The lawsuits 
show the workplace is harshest on those who try to live in both worlds 
at the same time. “Look, if you design work around someone who starts 
to work in early adulthood and works full force for forty years straight, 
who have you just described? Men,” Joan Williams, the legal scholar 
who helped shape the new theory, told me. “We have organized the 
workplace around men’s bodies and men’s traditional life pattern. 
That’s sex discrimination.” 

Williams runs a hotline for caregiver discrimination cases at the 
WorkLife Law Center at the University of California Hastings College 
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of the Law. In testimony before the EEOC, she rattled off a list of the 
kinds of calls they routinely get: 


e A woman at a law firm was given less client contact and work 
when she became a mother. When she announced her second 
pregnancy, she was fired, which, Williams said, is a “common 
pattern.” 

e An aircraft mechanic was disciplined and ultimately fired for 
“lack of dependability” after using some of the twelve weeks of 
unpaid leave guaranteed under the Family and Medical Leave 
Act’ to care for his pregnant wife, who had gestational diabetes. 

e A carpenter on FMLA leave to care for his father, who’d had a 
heart attack, was told that “no one wanted to work with him” and 
was terminated.° 

e An employee who worked at Wendy’s for four years notified her 
employer that she was pregnant with her second child and was 
told, according to court filings, that if she wanted to keep her job, 
she had to have an abortion, something “sadly common” for 
low-wage workers, said Cynthia Calvert, an attorney who works 
with Williams.’ 


Though Congress passed the Pregnancy Discrimination Act in 1978, 
EEOC records show pregnancy discrimination claims are actually on 
the rise.’ 

I spoke with a twenty-three-year-old mother named Laura from 
Napa, California, who works two jobs and earns about $1,000 a month, 
most of which goes to rent. When she was pregnant and began to have 
back problems, her doctor sent a note to her employer asking that Laura 
not be required to lift more than twenty pounds or bend over. Her 
supervisor, who had shifted duties for other employees with back 
problems and other ailments, refused to do the same for her. Instead, 
the supervisor forced Laura to take her twelve weeks of unpaid FMLA 
leave early, or face being fired. If Laura hadn't gotten help from her 
local Legal Aid attorney, who threatened to file a family responsibilities 
discrimination lawsuit, Laura’s maternity leave would have been used 
up before her baby was even born. 

EEOC general counsel P. David Lopez said stories like Laura’s 
are run-of-the-mill. “It’s overt discrimination,” he told me, shaking his 
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head. Employers don’t think twice about punishing pregnant workers 
or making offensive remarks. Sometimes, Lopez said, neither do judges. 
“On one case, a judge referred to the plaintiff as, ‘Oh, isn’t that the woman 
who should be at home with her kids?’”® 

After the win with Rivelli’s case, another EEOC foray into family 
responsibilities discrimination litigation was not as successful. The 
EEOC sued Bloomberg LP, the global financial services and media 
company owned by the former New York mayor Michael Bloomberg, 
on behalf of seventy-eight women, some of them highly placed in the 
organization, charging that the top-heavy male company had a pattern 
and practice of discriminating against employees with family respon- 
sibilities. The women asserted in court filings that once they announced 
their pregnancies or returned from maternity leaves, they were demoted, 
their pay reduced, their responsibilities taken away, or they were 
marginalized—a step many feared would lead to their termination. 
Bloomberg denied the charges. 

The EEOC alleged that bias against caregivers started at the very 
top, with the executives who set the tone for the rest of the company. 
Court documents allege that Lex Fenwick, who took over as CEO after 
Bloomberg left the company, once said, “I’m not having any pregnant 
bitches working for me.” The head of news, court filings allege, derided 
women who take maternity leave, saying, “Half these fuckin’ people 
take the [maternity] leave and they don’t even come back. It’s like steal- 
ing money from Mike Bloomberg’s wallet. It’s theft. They should be 
arrested.” ® U.S. District Court Judge Loretta A. Preska sided with Bloom- 
berg and ruled against the EEOC, arguing that, while each woman 
may have valid individual claims, the EEOC had not proved that the 
company systematically discriminated against pregnant women and 
mothers. “In a company like Bloomberg, which explicitly makes all-out 
dedication its expectation, making a decision that preferences family 
over work comes with consequences,” Preska wrote. “To be sure, women 
need to take leave to bear a child. And, perhaps unfortunately, women 
tend to choose to attend to family obligations over work obligations 
thereafter more often than men in our society. Work-related conse- 
quences follow.” 

The EEOC appealed the judge’s ruling. 

I couldn't get Preska’s comments out of my head. There is no doubt 
that women, even when they are employed, are still expected to be the 
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primary caregiving parent. And there are consequences: fewer women 
leaders in virtually every field, harried mothers, those sidelined on the 
“mommy track,” those who opt out when it becomes too much, bread- 
winning fathers pressured to work long hours to hold on to jobs that 
provide for families they rarely see. But with such rigid and work-devoted 
cultures, how much of a “choice” does any worker who wants a full life 
or a family really have? If we have designed workplaces around an ex- 
pectation of work without end, if those workplaces expect all-out dedi- 
cation of body, mind, and soul, then no one, male or female, has much 
of a choice. There is only one way to work to succeed or to survive: all 
the time. 

As T sought to get to the root of how work contributes to the over- 
whelm, it became clear complicated factors are at play: extreme work 
hours, rapidly evolving technology, information overload, globali- 
zation, changing demographics, shifting gender roles, the high status of 
busyness, economic anxiety, and cutbacks that “offload” more work 
onto the fewer remaining employees, not to mention the increased cost 
of living, stagnant wages, growing household debt, and the steep cost of 
child care followed by eye-popping college tuition bills—increasing 
893 percent since 1980--that perpetuate the work-and-spend spin 
apele?” 

But as I read case after case of workers, both men and women, 
claiming thev'd been discriminated against because of caregiving 
responsibilities, as I read studies on human performance and moti- 
vation that show our work culture is completely at odds with how we 
produce our best work, | came to understand that something deeper, 
and more insidious, drives us. 

I was about to meet the Ideal Worker. 


The ideal worker doesn’t take parental leave when a child is born. He 
doesn't need a place or time to pump breast milk. He has no need of 
family-friendly policies like flexible scheduling, part-time work, or 
telecommuting. The ideal worker doesn’t have to find babysitters, deal 
with school closures on snow days, or otherwise worry about child- 
care responsibilities. The ideal worker doesn’t mop up after the child 
who barts up her breakfast Cheerios or the green Saint Patrick’s Day 
cookie of the night before. He wrinkles his nose, says, “Good luck with 
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that,” and waltzes out the door. The ideal worker doesn’t get inter- 
rupted by repeated calls from the school because a child is acting out, 
like Rivelli’s, or daily 3 p.m. calls from kids begging for playdates 
instead of the scheduled after-school program, like mine. The ideal 
worker never has to think about researching good assisted care facilities 
for Mom or Dad as they get older, whether they're getting the best 
treatment in ICU, or how to get his sister to her next chemotherapy ap- 
pointment. It’s simply not his job. 

Instead, the ideal worker, freed from all home duties, devotes him- 
self completely to the workplace. He is a face-time warrior, the first one 
in in the morning and the last to leave at night. He is rarely sick. Never 
takes vacation, or brings work along if he does. The ideal worker can 
jump on a plane whenever the boss asks because someone else is 
responsible for getting the kids off to school or attending the preschool 
play. In the professional world, he is the one who answers e-mails at 
3 a.m., willingly relocates whenever and wherever the company directs, 
and pulls all-nighters on last-minute projects at a moment’s notice. 
In the blue-collar workplace, he is always ready to work overtime or a 
second shift. 

So tied to his job is the ideal worker that he works endless hours, 
even if it costs him. his health and his family. 

Obviously I’m exaggerating. This is a stereotype. But stereotypes 
reflect deeply held beliefs—accurate or not—and this notion of the 
ideal worker wields immense power in the American workplace. We are 
programmed to emulate him at all costs, or at least feel the sting of not 
measuring up. 

Rivelli and I walk across the street to the company where she now 
works. In the two years that her case against the Brown Palace Hotel 
dragged on, Rivelli went back to school at night to earn the college 
degree she'd put off when she had her children. She began walking 
to deal with the stress. Sometimes, when things got really bad, she’d 
escape to housekeeping to help fold towels. As part of the settlement 
agreement, the hotel asked her to leave. 

At her new job, Rivelli smiles and hugs coworkers as they pass. Most 
everyone has families. Telecommuting and working flexible hours is 
the norm here. Rivelli has more time with her children and her mother. 
In addition to her college classes, she’s found time for true leisure—to 
garden, to cook, and to start writing, a lifelong dream. Still, she says, 
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she misses the Brown Palace and the thrill of striving against all odds 
to be the ideal worker. 

“Would you go back?” I ask her. 

“In a heartbeat.” 


l have to admit, I was skeptical that the ideal worker still holds sway in 
the twenty-first century. I mean, come on, women and mothers have 
worked throughout history as domestics, teachers, nannies, nurses, 
and secretaries, in family shops and businesses, on family farms and 
ranches. Women have been working in fields traditionally dominated 
by men since the early 1970s, graduating from college and many grad- 
uate programs in greater numbers than men since 1985, and they 
now make up about half the workforce. In a majority of married 
American families, both mothers and fathers are employed. About 
three-fourths of all mothers with school-age children work outside 
the home.” 

Plus, the ideal worker is so old. He first surfaced at the dawn of the 
Industrial Revolution when work became something you left home 
to do, somewhere you went. And over time it became something that 
men did. Men had public lives; women, private. Men’s labor was paid. 
Women’s was not. Men’s work was visible and valued as contributing 
to the work of society, the market, or the life of the mind. Women’s labor 
was invisible, noticed only if it was done badly or not at all. 

This “separate spheres” theory of specialized work in an ideal family 
was first described as an economic theory in 1981 by Nobel Prize- 
winning economist Gary Becker in his landmark book A Treatise on 
the Family. He called it the most “efficient” kind of family unit. But real 
life is so much messier than tidy stereotypes. From 1952 to 1966, the 
TV show The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet burned the notion of 
separate spheres as best into the American psyche. At the same time, 
the percentage of American families living that breadwinner-homemaker 
ideal dropped dramatically. The number of mothers of young children 
going to work about doubled, from 20 to nearly 40 percent. By the time 
the iconic black-and-white sitcom was in reruns in the mid-1990s, the 
number of mothers working for pay had nearly doubled again.’ In 
2014, the share of children under the age of fifteen being raised in 
breadwinner-homemaker families had dropped from two-thirds to just 
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22 percent, reported University of Maryland sociologist Philip Cohen. 
More children were being raised by single mothers, 23 percent. The larg- 
est share of children, 34 percent, were in dual-income families, while the 
remaining 13 percent were being raised by single fathers, cohabiting 
parents, or grandparents.!” 

In other words, family diversity had become the new normal. Still, 
the notion stuck that separate spheres, with an ideal worker father and 
an ideal mother at home, was “best.” U.S. tax policy, the Social Security 
system, laws governing work hours, all still favor married breadwinner- 
homemaker families.” 

In a survey of more than two thousand supervisors, managers, and 
executives around the globe, WFD Consulting, a company that re- 
searches work and life conflicts, uncovered deep-seated “caregiver 
bias.” More than three-fourths of these bosses thought the best and 
most productive workers “are those without a lot of personal commit- 
ments.” Half thought that “men who are highly committed to their 
personal/family lives cannot be highly committed to their work.” Even 
more thought the same of women.” 

Research has found that mothers are seen as less committed to work 
than nonmothers.”° Pregnant women are perceived as less authorita- 
tive and more irrational, regardless of their actual performance.” One 
family responsibilities discrimination case quoted an employer calling 
employed mothers “incompetent and lazy.” 

To gauge how notions of the ideal worker and caregiver bias influ- 
ence hiring, promotions, and pay, Shelley J. Correll, Stephen Benard, 
and In Paik, then all at Cornell University, wrote a fictitious résumé for 
a person applying for a marketing job. 

They put male names on half the résumés and female names on 
half. They signaled parenthood on half the résumés by listing work in a 
parent-teacher association in the activities section. The other half listed 
work for a charitable organization instead. Other than that, the résu- 
més were virtually identical. 

The researchers gave the résumés to nearly two hundred students 
and asked them to judge which one, the mother, the father, the child- 
less woman, or the childless man, was the best worker. 

Fathers were considered equally competent as men without chil- 
dren but significantly more committed to work. Fathers were held to a 
lenient standard of punctuality. They were considered more hirable and 
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promotable, and were recommended for management training more 
than men without children. 

Mothers ranked at the very bottom. They were rated as significantly 
less competent, less intelligent, and less committed than women with- 
out children. Mothers were held to harsher performance and punctuality 
standards and had to score significantly higher on a management exam 
than nonmothers to be considered for the position. The recommended 
starting salary for mothers was $11,000 less than for nonmothers and 
far less than what students recommended fathers receive. The students 
also rated mothers as less promotable. In the end, they recommended 
that only 47 percent of the mothers be hired, compared to 84 percent of 
the nonmothers. 

To test what the researchers came to call this “motherhood pen- 
alty” and “fatherhood bonus” in the real world—the first such study 
of its kind—they perused the newspaper help-wanted ads in a large 
northeastern city and sent out 1,276 résumés to 638 employers adver- 
tising entry- and midlevel marketing and business positions. Just as in 
the lab experiment, the researchers sent each company a pair of nearly 
identical résumés, save for one detail: One was a parent and one was 
not. Consistent with their lab findings, fathers were called back at a 
slightly higher rate than nonfathers. But mothers received only half the 
offers of nonmothers.” 

Working mothers are judged unfairly not only as workers but also 
as mothers. Studies have found that employed mothers are seen as 
more selfish and less dedicated to their children than at-home moms, 
especially if they are thought to be working because they want to, 
rather than being forced to in order to make ends meet.” 

No wonder just walking out the door in the morning as a working 
mother can be so fraught. Already, you're judged as guilty at best, a 
jerk, or worse. As Joan Williams told me, “You just walk around feeling 
polluted.” 


The ideal worker norm, Williams argues, is behind the all-too-familiar 
statistics of the dearth of women in upper management and political 
leadership: 4.2 percent of Fortune 500 CEO positions and 18.3 percent 
of the 535 seats in Congress.” It is also the unspoken specter behind 
the wage gap. Although there has been a rise in female earning power 
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and economic independence, the Bureau of Labor Statistics consistently 
finds that men still outearn women at every age.” But what those statis- 
tics mask, Williams said, is that the wage gap is not so much between 
men and women, but between mothers and everybody else. Williams 
calls it the “maternal wall.” 

Michelle Budig, a sociologist at the University of Massachusetts, 
has testified before Congress and written in a 2014 report about just 
how high and wide that wall is. 


All else being equal—type of job, education, years of experience, 
and hours on the job—childless women earn 93 cents of a child- 
less man’s dollar. Unmarried women earn 96 cents of an un- 
married man’s dollar. But mothers earn only 76 cents of a father’s 
dollar. 

e Fathers, in contrast get a “fatherhood bonus,” earning as much as 
$5,000 more than men with no children.” 

e Mothers’ pay drops with the birth of each additional child, ranging 
from 15 percent per child among low-wage workers to 4 percent 
for high-wage workers. 

e Even after controlling for interruptions like taking maternity leave 

or working part-time, Budig found a persistent and unexplained 

5 percent wage gap between mothers and women without children. 


Social patterns reinforce the gap. Men tend to marry or partner with 
younger women. When couples start a family and decide that they both 
can’t work like ideal workers anymore, the men typically have been in 
the workforce longer and earn higher pay. So it’s not much of a stretch 
to see, from both a financial and cultural perspective, why it’s usually 
the mother who steps back.” Women are twice as likely as men to 
work part-time.” And because part-time pay tends to be crappy, with 
the average part-time worker in sales, for example, earning 58 cents for 
every full-time worker's dollar, the cycle of lower earnings for mothers 
becomes self-reinforcing.” 

The ideal worker is a big reason why some educated mothers simply 
disappear from the workplace, more so in the United States than in any 
other industrialized country.” Jane Leber Herr, an economist at the 
University of Chicago, analyzed national surveys of college graduates 
and found that fifteen years after graduating, nearly all the childless 
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men and women were still working. But close to 30 percent of women 
with MBAs who had become mothers were out of the workforce, as 
were about one-quarter of the lawyers and those with master’s degrees 
who had become mothers. Around 15 percent of Ph.D. mothers were 
gone. The one outlier was mothers with medical degrees. Fully 94 per- 
cent were still on the job, largely because doctors have the power to 
control and predict their own schedules.’ “You would think that, 
given the rise in education of women, their experience, their presence 
in high-investment, high-income, high-value fields, the proportion of 
those who leave the labor force would have gone down,” Herr told me. 
“What’s shocking is that it hasn't.” 

Some have called this disappearance of women “opting out” of the 
worktorce and choosing to stay home, and they worry about the conse- 
quences if their marriages end: Divorced older women are more likely 
to live in poverty.” But Joan Williams said the ideal worker often gives 
women no choice. “Women are being pushed out both by gender dis- 
crimination and by this ‘all-or-nothing’ workplace,” she said. “I don't 
call that choice. I call that lack of choice.” 

‘The all-or-nothing workplace is exacting a steep price on the future. 
Fertility rates around the globe have been falling since the late 1960s, 
when greater numbers of women began going to college, birth control 
became more readily available, and women began working in ideal 
worker jobs previously held only by men. Now 97 percent of the world’s 
population lives in countries with declining fertility rates, writes 
Jonathan V. Last, author of What to Expect When No One’s Expecting.*4 
When men and women do have children, more are having them later 
in life. From 1970 to 2006, the proportion of first births to American 
women over thirty-five increased nearly eight times.” Families are 
smaller. Now more people feel the ticking of both the male and female 
biological clocks. Emerging research has linked the aging sperm of 
older fathers to a higher likelihood of passing autism, schizophrenia, 
and other developmental and psychiatric conditions on to their chil- 
dren.‘ For women, delay can lead to a greater risk of birth defects and 
infertility.” 

Delay can also mean that women simply run out of time, what the 
economist Sylvia Ann Hewlett calls a “creeping non-choice.” Twenty 
percent of American women between the ages of forty and forty-four 
have never had a child, double the number thirty years ago.” When 
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Hewlett surveyed “ultra-achieving” men and women between the ages 
of forty-one and fifty-five, she found that only 19 percent of men were 
childless. But nearly half the women were, and not always by choice.’ 


Even when mothers do put in ideal worker hours like Rivelli did, many 
do not escape caregiver bias. Nearly one-third of the wives in dual- 
income couples now outearn their husbands.*° So that bias has real fi- 
nancial consequences for working families. 

Dawn Gallina was a corporate lawyer in Northern Virginia work- 
ing for a senior partner at Mintz Levin. After their daughter was born, 
her husband, also a lawyer, had given up his practice to take care of 
her. Though Gallina put in the grueling 2,200 or more “billable hours” 
a year required of most lawyers at big law firms,” she deviated from the 
norm by working some of those hours at home to make time for her 
family. 

While other associates stayed at their desks, eating the take-out 
meals ordered by the firm, Gallina tried to leave the office at 6:30 most 
nights to make it home for dinner and bedtime. Then she went back to 
work on her laptop, often taking client calls from the West Coast long 
after 11 p.m. She was always available; her BlackBerry was always on. 

Her problems started, she said, when she put a photo of her two- 
year-old daughter on her desk. The partner she worked for had a wife 
at home and never saw his kids, she told me. “His perspective was, if I 
can’t see my kids, why should you see yours?” 

The only mother in the office, Gallina said she soon became targeted 
for extreme face time. “I was the only one who would get called into 
the office on Saturdays all the time, even when there was nothing to do. 
It was almost like being hazed.” Her supervisor routinely FedExed her 
work on vacations, even though it wasn’t due for months. He even asked 
Gallina, who has an MBA and a law degree from Drake University and 
a master’s in law from Georgetown University, to make coffee. “I made 
it. I made it,” she said, chagrined. “My thought was, “Well, if this is a big 
test of my dedication, then I’m going to pass with flying colors.’” 

The final straw, Gallina said, came when she was considering get- 
ting pregnant with her second child. Her boss told her, “Pregnant women 
don’t make partner.” When she complained to higher-ups, her work 
suddenly became suspect. She was denied a bonus, she said, while at 
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the same time the firm raised her billing rate to clients. Then, when she 
was working at home one day when her daughter was sick, she was fired. 
By courier. 

Gallina sued, citing family responsibilities discrimination, and set- 
tled with Mintz for half a million dollars.” 

Gallina went on to have a second child. She now works for a French 
law firm in Richmond, Virginia. “It’s not a face-time culture,” she said. 
“People here have families and understand that if you want to catch 
your son’s baseball game, you can do that and still do good work.” 

Mintz Levin has since been named to Working Mother’s Best Law 
Firms for Women, Yale Law Women’s Top Ten Family Friendly Firms, 
and received gold standard certification by the Women in Law Empower- 
ment Forum.** At which point, one might ask, what the... ? How cana 
firm be both the defendant in a high-profile family responsibilities 
discrimination case" and one of the best places for women to work? 

But Mintz Levin is not alone. Of the one hundred companies listed 
in the 2012 Working Mother Best Companies, thirty-five have been sued 
in family responsibilities discrimination lawsuits, most within the past 
decade. Twelve companies have been sued more than once.“ At the 
same time that the pharmaceutical giant Novartis was enjoying a 
prominent spot on the list, it, too, was being found guilty in federal 
court of a pattern of gender discrimination throughout the company. 
One manager demanded “two child-free years” of one employee, while 
another manager allegedly pressured a woman to have an abortion. 
The court awarded up to $250 million in punitive damages to thou- 
sands of female sales reps. “If this is what it’s like to work for one of our 
country’s 100 best companies for working mothers,” Sharon Lerner 
wrote in Slate, “one shudders to imagine what it’d be like to work for 
one of the worst.” 

Carol Evans, president of Working Mother Media, acknowledged 
that several firms on the list have had lawsuits filed against them for 
violating the very principles the magazine seeks to reward, though the 
cases are noted and, if the company loses, they’re barred from the list 
for a period of time. 

Ironically, Evans said, the discrimination lawsuits, or the threat of 
them, can force companies to change in ways that eventually land them 
on the coveted Best Places to Work list. “Sometimes a big lawsuit will 
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be a wake-up call for them,” she said. “And by the time it wends its way 
through the courts, the company’s almost superlative because they’ve 
had this big slap in the face.” 


I began to wonder about the flip side of the equation. What if a father 
doesn't want to be the ideal worker anymore? Does he, too, face care- 
giver bias? 

Meet Ariel Ayanna. He asked that same question. In court. Ayanna 
accused his law firm of having a “macho culture.” When he was fired 
just months after he took parental leave to care for his ailing pregnant 
wife and children, Ayanna sued, citing family responsibilities dis- 
crimination. Ayanna, thirty-one, is a corporate lawyer, though on the 
day we meet with his attorney in a quiet café in Boston, he’s wearing 
khakis and a black T-shirt, and with his tousled brown hair, looks more 
like a tough but fair intellectual college professor. 

He is one of seven children, he tells me, and has always been around 
kids or taken care of them. “I’ve been babysitting since I was eight.” He 
laughs. “In college, I was a nanny. It’s just second nature to me.” Grow- 
ing up, his father worked as an investment banker on Wall Street but 
still made more time for the family than his own father had. Ayanna 
sees himself as the next step in a natural evolution toward more equal 
parenting and work. He and his wife, a medieval historian, had their 
first child when Ayanna was still in law school. Because of his ease 
with children, Ayanna said it was never a question that he would be the 
one to assume primary responsibility for their son’s care. 

After graduating with honors, Ayanna got his first job as a corporate 
lawyer in the Boston office of big law firm Dechert. He loved the chal- 
lenge of the work and won accolades and high performance evaluations, 
earning a $30,000 bonus in his first year. And all the while, he was 
regularly leaving the office in the evening to be home with his family, 
often cooking dinner, scheduling doctors’ appointments and playdates, 
putting his son to bed, and then going back to work on his laptop and 
BlackBerry. Though he worked flexibly, he had no trouble meeting his 
target for billable hours or doing good work. Once, Ayanna says, when 
a senior associate asked for a last-minute project and wanted it on his 
desk by the next morning, Ayanna worked on it from home until late 
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into the night. The senior attorney “said it was better than he would 
have done,” Ayanna says, “but he still complained that I left the office 
‘early. That was the culture.” 

The culture was reinforced, not in formal policies, he says, but in 
hallway chatter, raised eyebrows, pointed ribbing at lunches, and the 
ubiquitous meals ordered in and expected to be eaten at one’s desk. 
Two male associates, “golden boys,” Ayanna calls them, who were held 
up as model employees, were constantly competing over who worked 
longer and harder. One said he worked on his BlackBerry while his 
wife was in the hospital. He won. Another said he had the firm pay to 
fly his wife to visit her family across the country so she'd stop asking 
him to come home from work. He won. 

Ayanna’s troubles with the firm started, his lawyer, Rebecca Pontikes, 
says, “when he began acting like a girl,” asking for a transfer to Munich 
when his wife won a prestigious Fulbright scholarship to study in Ger- 
many. In the world of the ideal worker, “trailing spouses,” the ones who 
leave careers for the benefit of the other spouse, tend to be women.® 

In Germany, Ayanna’s wife became pregnant with their second child. 
When she was about to deliver, his wife, who suffers from chronic men- 
tal illness, had a serious breakdown and was hospitalized. With no family 
nearby and no other help, Ayanna asked to take parental leave to care for 
her, their son, and a few weeks later, their new baby. But at Dechert, it 
was rare for men to take parental leave, Ayanna argued in his brief. 

When he returned to the Boston office following his leave, he was 
assigned to a partner who valued long hours of face time, Ayanna says. 
The partner refused to give him work if he wasn’t physically in the 
ofhce, Ayanna alleged in his case. Struggling to care for his family, yet 
unable to work at home as before, Ayanna failed to meet his billable 
hours target. He received a poor performance evaluation, despite part- 
ners noting his “intellectual horsepower,’ and he was fired. 

Dechert, in its court filings, maintained Ayanna was fired for cause.?? 
On the day the case was to be tried, in February 2013, lawyers for 
Dechert and Ayanna, who now works flexible hours for a different 
firm, signed a confidential settlement.” The “golden boys” at Dechert, 
Ayanna says, have since become partners.” 

The case highlights what Joan Williams calls the “flexibility stigma.” 
Just as Ben Hunnicutt told me that leisure has been lost because work 
now answers the religious questions of who we are and how we find 
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meaning, Williams said that the total work devotion of the ideal worker 
has become a religion itself. “If you're not giving your all, putting work 
ahead of family or any other obligation, then you are violating the work 
devotion ideal. You become suspect. Lazy. Undependable. A slacker,” 
she said. Women who request flexibility may be tolerated because of 
their historical caregiving role, but often sidelined at work, she added. 
But men like Ayanna, who seek to work a different way, can be harshly 
punished. “It challenges our deeply ingrained understanding of the 
‘proper’ behavior for men,” she explained. “Like, when I hear of a man 
staying home full-time to take care of kids, very often my initial reaction 
is, “Well, he’s getting a good deal, or “What kind of loser is he that he 
couldn't get a job and is sponging off his wife? And I don’t have that re- 
action when I hear a man is supporting a woman so she can stay home.” 

To test those kinds of automatic reactions, Laurie Rudman and her 
colleagues at Rutgers University asked 137 male and female study par- 
ticipants to rate a fictitious employee named Kevin Dowd. In one sce- 
nario, he requested caregiving leave. In another, he asked for more work 
hours. Although everything else about Dowd was identical, the partici- 
pants rated the caregiving Dowd as a poorer worker and saw him as 
weak, less masculine, less intelligent, and less ambitious. They weren't 
as inclined to give him rewards or promotions and were more likely to 
think he ought to be punished. “We'd done previous studies and found 
a ‘wimp’ penalty for guys who are modest during a job interview. But 
that led to people not wanting to hire him,” Rudman told me. “That’s 
different from wanting to fire you or dock your pay or downsize you.” 

Rudman said she was startled to find that women judged the leave- 
requesting Dowd more harshly than the men did, a sign, she wrote, of 
the “extent to which women have been co-opted by [the] Ideal Worker.” 

Although technology is making it easier, faster, and more efficient 
to work from anywhere, at any time—even at home between playdates 
and dinner—the power of the ideal worker keeps everyone stuck on 
their butts in their chairs at the office. Researchers at the University of 
California at Davis’s graduate school of management and the London 
Business Schoo! found that, regardless of the quality of their work, 
people who work remotely, like Ayanna and Gallina did, are less likely 
to be seen as responsible and dedicated and more likely to get lower 
performance evaluations, smaller raises, and fewer promotions than 
their face-time warrior ideal worker colleagues.” 
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But isn’t the ideal worker the best worker? The most productive? Most 
creative? Smartest? 

Actually, he’s not. 

Workers caught up in the total work devotion standard of the ideal 
worker are mired in an unhappy and unproductive funk. A 2011 Gallup 
poll found that 71 percent of Americans reported feeling emotionally 
disconnected and disengaged from their workplace.” 

Surveys are finding that people would gladly leave their jobs for one 
with more flexibility. Nearly two-thirds of all employed workers, both 
women and men, say they'd rather own their own business for the free- 
dom that would give them to control their time.” Research shows that 
forcing long hours, face time for the sake of face time, and late nights 
actually kills creativity and good thinking, and the ensuing stress, 
anxiety, and depression eat up health-care budgets. Stretched by long 
hours and ideal worker demands, one-third of the civilian U.S. work- 
force doesn't get enough sleep, costing companies $63.2 billion in lost 
productivity every year. The writer William Chalmers, in his book 
America’s Vacation Deficit Disorder: Who Stole Your Vacation?, estimates 
that the stressed-out ideal worker culture of no vacations, endless work, 
and exhausted butt-in-chair face-time “presenteeism” costs the U.S. 
economy as much as $1.5 trillion a year.°° The single largest cause of 
burnout is lack of personal control on the job—expected to be the ideal 
worker with no life and free to satisfy the boss’s every whim.” 

In fact, a raft of new research is finding that better work gets done 
when workers have more control over and predictability about their 
time and workflow, and when managers focus on the mission of the 
job rather than the time in the chair and recognize that workers are 
more engaged, productive, and innovative when they have full lives at 
home and are refreshed with regular time off. Leslie Perlow and Jessica 
Porter, of the Harvard Business School, compared two groups of work- 
ers at a Boston consulting firm. One group worked fifty or more hours 
a week, didn't use all their vacation time, and were constantly tethered 
to the office with electronics. The other group worked forty hours, took 
full vacations, and coordinated time off and after-hours on-call time 
so clients’ needs could be covered but people could regularly, predict- 
ably, and without guilt totally unplug from the office. Which group 
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produced better work? The team with time off, not surprisingly, re- 
ported higher job satisfaction and better work-life balance. But they 
also increased learning, improved communication with their team, 
worked more efficiently, and were ultimately more productive than 
their ideal worker colleagues.** Other studies have found that employ- 
ees who take full vacations are not only more likely to stay with the 
firm but also receive higher performance reviews,” and that workers 
are not only more creative but that turning off the constant barrage of 
e-mails and the ideal worker requirement to respond to them iminedi- 
ately enables people to concentrate and get more done with less stress.°° 


So given the weight of evidence against the ideal worker, that he isn’t, 
in fact, the best worker, why is he so hard to shake? 

Because, Joan Williams said, no one believes it. “The belief in the 
ideal worker way of working is so deep that even when you introduce 
evidence that contradicts it, people just don’t buy it. It shows you that 
what’s operating is much deeper,’ she said. “It’s not about the rational 
weighing of evidence. We're talking about work as people's religion.” 

An intriguing set of studies suggests another reason: He's the boss. In 
studies of more than seven hundred married men, researchers from Har- 
vard, New York University, and the University of Utah found that men in 
traditional marriages with wives at home tend to occupy powerful posi- 
tions in the upper echelons of organizations. They also tend to think that 
workplaces with more women don’t operate well and that organizations 
with female leaders are “relatively unattractive.” These ideal worker bosses 
more frequently deny female employees opportunities for promotion, 
considering them less qualified than men, even when their résumés are 
virtually identical. The researchers dubbed these men powerful “resis- 
tors” to a more egalitarian—and realistic—way of working and living.” 

Psychologists are discovering another reason for the staying power of 
the ideal worker: It’s the way our brains are wired. Our brains, as Torkel 
Klingberg said, have evolved little beyond the hunter-gatherer days 
when, on the savannah, survival was a matter of quickly judging threat 
from nonthreat. Today, this instant sorting leads to the automatic, un- 
conscious beliefs that we don’t even realize we have, which helps explain 
why stereotypes, no matter how grossly inaccurate, can be so powerful. 

Mahzarin Banaji, an experimental psychologist who studies this 
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unconscious bias at Harvard, has explored the power of stereotypes 
through an anonymous online test she and her colleagues devised 
called the Implicit Association Test. In analyzing more than two mil- 
lion tests, Banaji and others have found large implicit biases favoring 
whites over blacks, heterosexuals over homosexuals, Christians over 
Jews, and rich over poor, even though many of the test takers professed 
they harbored no such explicit biases. 

To study the ideal worker norm, Banaji and her colleagues have test 
takers sit ready at keyboards. They are told to sort male and female 
names like Sarah, Derek, Matt, and Tammy with concepts like career, 
corporation, dishwasher, or house. Using timers, researchers have found 
that large majorities of test takers are much more easily able to sort 
career-related words with male names and home-related words with 
female names, as if it’s automatic. When asked to do the opposite, 
match career words with female names and home-related words with 
male names, most stumble, make mistakes, and require more time. 
Both men and women have to stop and think, a sign, she said, that they 
are struggling to override their innate, automatic bias. 

In fact, women have to struggle more. Their research found that 77 
percent of the male test takers showed strong unconscious bias for 
male = career, female = family. But how’s this for cognitive dissonance? 
Fully 83 percent of the women showed that same unconscious bias, 
even though they professed to have none. Banaji argues that the tests 
are a powerful predictor of whether people will act in biased ways, 
even if they intend not to. The test, she told my colleague Shankar Ve- 
dantam in the Washington Post Magazine, “measures the thumbprint 
of the culture on our minds.” And she has found that the ideal worker 
thumbprint—unless one becomes aware of it and actively works to 
change it—has left its mark on both men and women. So, both sexes 
tend to associate men with careers and women with home.” 

To test her results for myself, I went back and crunched some more 
data in the General Social Survey. As late as the 1990s, nearly one in 
five Americans still disapproved of married women working, whether 
or not they had children. To the question, “Should a woman with a 
preschooler work?” half of the men surveyed in 2002, the most recent 
time the question was asked, said no, she should stay home. And four 
in ten women thought so, too,’ percentages that hadn't moved much 
from when the question was posed in 1988 and in 1994. 
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The survey does not ask whether married men and fathers of pre- 
schoolers should work. The assumption is, clearly, they should. 


About the time I was exploring the roots of the overwhelm at work, 
Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg made a splash by admitting she left 
the office at 5:30 to be home for dinner with her two children. I'd heard 
about high-tech firms’ famous flexible work styles—one former Google 
exec told me people could work from a beach in Hawaii as long as work 
got done on time. Sandberg’s confession seemed a hopeful sign that 
perhaps the new economy jobs of Silicon Valley were liberated from 
the grip of the ideal worker. Could Silicon Valley, I wondered, lead the 
way for the rest of the work world? 

It took less than a day of reporting to come to this disappointing 
conclusion: God, I hope not. 

The young, testosterone-fueled geek culture has revved up the ideal 
worker standard to a superhuman level. Work hours are not just ex- 
treme, they eat you alive. Projects are so poorly managed, often by boy 
geniuses with few social skills, that work is routinely done in an ex- 
hausting last-minute, seat-of-the-pants, save-the-day “hero mind-set,” 
according to the Anita Borg Institute for Women and Technology. That 
mind-set, they write, “is sending the message that those who have family 
responsibilities need not apply. ™%* 

Marianne Cooper, a sociologist who has studied extreme work 
hours in Silicon Valley, said that working to the point of collapse to 
meet impossible deadlines has become a way to prove manliness and 
status in the high-tech world. “There’s a lot of .. . He’s a real man; he 
works 90-hour weeks. He’s a slacker, he works 50 hours a week,” engi- 
neers told Cooper.“ It’s the kind of culture that applauded when preg- 
nant Marissa Mayer announced she wouldn't take maternity leave after 
being appointed CEO and president of Yahoo! 

Catherine Keefer, forty-two, reveled in the all-hours work culture 
when she first moved to the Bay Area and got a job where most women 
end up in high-tech: the “pink ghetto” of marketing. Work felt like 
the center of a very exciting universe. It was fun. There were Ping-Pong 
tables, upscale cafés serving specialty coffees, and valet dry-cleaning 
services so you'd never have to leave. And she never did. “Then the kids 
came,” Keefer said. Unlike Sandberg, Keefer discovered that it was 
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virtually impossible to walk out the door at 5:30. With a workaholic 
boss and often pointless meetings called at the last minute in the late 
afternoon, or projects dumped on her desk just as she was trying to get 
out the door, and being married to another techie who regularly 
worked until 2 a.m. for a start-up, life in the high-tech world was simply 
incompatible with having a family. 

“I got run over,” she says. 

By the time I met Keefer, she, like many other mothers I met in the 
Bay Area, had quit her job and become a consultant. She was doing the 
very same work for the very same company, but in her own time and 
on her own terms. And for less pay, no benefits, and zero chance of 
promotion. 


I began to realize that I, too, had spent my entire career caught in the 
cult of the ideal worker. My mother stayed home. The only role model 
I had for what it meant to be a good worker was my dad, and he was 
always working. When he wasn’t at the University of Portland, where he 
worked first as an accounting professor, then a dean, and later vice 
president, he was spending much of his evenings and free hours at uni- 
versity functions and fund-raisers, or teaching night classes to pay for 
braces and ballet lessons for his four daughters. We rarely saw him. 
And when we did, he was often distracted, deep in thought and worry- 
ing about work. He was always serious. Work seemed important and 
hard. So, when I started to work, I worked like he did. An editor once 
anxiously told me that I really should go home for the day. It was 10 p.m. 

After Tom and I got married, I was absolutely terrified about how 
I would be able to fit children into this crazy work-focused lifestyle. I 
waited until it was almost too late. When we finally brought our mira- 
cle baby home, I was torn. The ideal worker in me now desperately 
wanted to be the ideal mother, too. 

I sank into a deep depression when my son was seven weeks old, 
realizing we couldn't afford to keep our little bungalow in the close- 
knit community we loved if I didn’t work. I made more money at the 
time than my husband, and my job provided our health care. We'd 
already lived in a cheaper place with bars on the windows in a scary 
neighborhood, and didn’t want to bring a stroller into that anxious 
world. We could have moved to a town house in the exurbs, but that 
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would have meant a hellish commute for Tom and turned him into an 
absent father. And I worried that if I jumped off the speeding train of 
work in the corporate world, even for a little while, I’d never be able to 
jump back on. And in truth, I'd always wanted to do both—to do good 
work and to be a really great mom. I just didn’t know how. And it is 
only in retrospect that I realize that I never even asked Tom what he 
wanted. I just assumed he would keep working, like my father had. 

When our son was six months old and my maternity leave was 
up—a patchwork of time I cobbled together from unpaid Family and 
Medical Leave, the paid maternity leave my company offered, sick 
time, vacation time, disability, and several weeks of unpaid leave— 
I felt increasingly sick about the long hours reporters like me typically 
worked. I loved journalism. With our bills, I knew quitting wasn’t an 
option. But I desperately wanted time to be with my child. So I asked 
for a four-day workweek. 

My boss at the time said no, even though another mother and a 
man nearing retirement worked that schedule. 

I asked to work one day a week from home. 

No. 

I left that job as a national reporter to join the Washington Post’s 
Metro staff, so even if it was late, I could always be home for dinner 
and story time. 

Two and a half years later, at nearly thirty-nine, I had our daughter. 
I spent much of my maternity leave with her working on two projects, 
my infant snuggled peacefully against my chest in a BabyBjörn. When 
I asked my new managers for a four-day workweek, one warned me 
that I would “ruin my career.” 

“Can't you just leave early every now and then?” he asked. 

But I knew I never would. That’s not what an ideal worker in an 
overachieving culture does. As much as I hate to admit it, my inner 
workaholic needed formal permission to cut back. Over the years, some 
managers, both men and women, were great. One fantastic woman edi- 
tor told me, “I never care where you are or when you work, as long as 
you get your stories done.” I happily worked twice as hard for her. But 
others, both men and women, clearly thought that working part-time 
made me a less desirable, less productive worker. One, after I turned in 
what would become an award-winning series, said, “She did that on 
a four-day workweek?” But when the time came for my performance 
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evaluation, another manager compared the number of times my byline 
appeared in the paper with those of others who worked full-time. I 
obviously came up short. 

Still, I loved what my kids came to call “Mommy Monday.” For the 
six years I worked that schedule, I was so happy for that precious time 
with my children and felt so loyal to the editors that I was more than 
willing to do what it took to show it could work. I answered work calls 
while changing diapers or flipped my day off as news or story deadlines 
required. | felt strangely proud to tell the other mothers on the play- 
ground who had given up careers to stay home that I “only” worked part- 
time, as if to say, “See, I put my children ahead of my career, too!” I was 
fully aware, however, as | watched colleagues and my husband advance, 
take glamorous overseas assignments, sign book deals, and win awards, 
that in the demanding ideal worker world of daily newspapers, I might 
have hung on to the speeding train, but I wasn’t going anywhere fast. 

As I neared forty, I wondered if we would have a third child. I had 
saved all our favorite baby clothes, toys, and books and stored them in 
big Tupperware bins under the eaves just in case. A coworker urged me 
never to let corporate America dictate the shape of my life and family. 
But I already had. 


I sit with Joan Williams, whom The New York Times has dubbed the 
“rock star” of work and family issues, in her spartan office at the Work Life 
Law Center in San Francisco contemplating the ideal worker. 

Right now, she says, we're all stuck. 

Mothers who venture to work are on their own. At home, they're still 
considered primarily responsible for all things domestic and still defined 
in a way that men are not—by their children’s achievements and the tidi- 
ness of the house. At work, most are at the mercy of their immediate 
supervisors. Sure, some companies have family-friendly policies like 
flexible and part-time work, many of which were put together as “wom- 
en's initiatives” to stem the tide after human resources departments 
noticed how many were leaving after starting families. The policies may 
even look good. On paper. But let’s face it, with the ideal worker culture 
so firmly entrenched, in many workplaces you know only mothers are 
expected to use them, and you're not going very far if you do. So you 
either choose the flexi mommy track, opt out, hire help, or gut it out. 


THE IDEAL WORKER IS NOT YOUR MOTHER 95 


To top it all off, the fact that many women haven't “made it,” that so 
few women have climbed to the upper echelons of business, academia, 
politics, science, and other fields, is seen as a sign—not that there’s 
something wrong with the workplace, but that there’s something wrong 
with women. That women aren't as ambitious or smart or something.” 

She’s stuck. 

Fathers are stigmatized when they seek to deviate from the ideal 
worker, to do more than just slip out under the radar to attend the 
occasional Little League game, to actually spend the time intimately 
caring for children and being an equal partner at home. “Men with 
children have a sharp choice,” Williams said. “They can choose not to 
be equal partners with their wives, in which case having children will 
help their careers with the fatherhood bonus. Or they can choose to be 
equal partners and hurt their careers even more than women. As long 
as that’s the case, we'll have a few brave souls, but that’s it. Brave souls.” 

He’s stuck. 

With smartphones and Skype and e-mail and other fast-emerging 
technologies keeping us all tethered to work, the ideal worker is now 
expected to be on call and ready to roll all day, every day, all the time. 
And because the ideal worker is just that, a demanding, voracious ideal, 
no one can ever measure up. No matter how much you do, how hard 
you work, how much you sacrifice, how devoted you are, you can never 
attain that ideal. You will never be the ideal worker. 

We're all stuck. 

Williams, fifty-nine, knows the syndrome intimately. She began 
her own career as an environmental lawyer. “Then I had a baby.” She 
saw her home life revert to traditional gender roles and fall out of 
balance. 

“You want equality in the workplace? Die childless at thirty. You 
won't have hit either the glass ceiling or the maternal wall,” she says. 
“People say there will never be equality in the workplace until there's 
equality in the home. But to me, it’s really the reverse. There will never 
be equality at home until there’s equality in the workplace, until we re- 
define the ideal worker. Because until then, men will feel they have no 
choice but to meet that ideal, even if they don’t believe in it, because 
they want to be ‘successful’.” 

Right now, she says, the only way to shake the hold of the ideal 
worker is to hit him with family responsibilities discrimination law- 


96 OVERWHELMED 


suits. “It’s extremely demoralizing how little progress we’ve made. The 
conversation today is very much the same as it was in the 1970s. We 
don’t have social supports for working families. We don’t have workers’ 
rights. What do we have? Discrimination law,” she says. “Family re- 
sponsibilities discrimination lawsuits may not be the most important 
way to bring about change. But right now, it’s the only thing we have.” 

That, and changing the conversation. Seeing that the overwhelm 
never was just a “mommy issue.” That it’s a father issue. A children’s 
issue. A workplace issue. A household issue. A family issue. A human 
rights issue. It’s an issue for society, especially one that purports to 
value families so highly. The overwhelm is an issue for everyone, really, 
living in a country whose very mission is to guarantee the right of its 
citizens to pursue happiness. 

Williams, whose daughter teases her about working like an ideal 
worker so others won't have to, leans back in her chair. There was a 
time in America, she says, when things could have been different. 

“You should go ask Pat Buchanan.” 
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In one of the most dramatic shifts our society has seen, two- 
thirds of all moms also work outside the home. This changed 
world can be a time of great opportunity for all Americans to 
earn a better living, support your family, and have a rewarding 
career. And government must take your side. Many of our most 
fundamental systems—the tax code, health coverage, pension 
plans, worker training—were created for the world of yesterday, 
not tomorrow. —George W. Bush at the 2004 Republican 
National Convention 


Pat Buchanan greets me jovially at the front door of his big white 
house nestled in the woods off a winding lane in Northern Virginia, 
not far from the CIA. As a reporter, I covered Buchanan’s populist 
campaign for president in 1996 and rode with him through the South 
as he vowed to take on the Republican establishment like an angry 
peasant. He’d dubbed his campaign bus “the Pitchfork Express.” He is 
seventy-three now and a little grayer. But I am struck by how little he 
has changed. 

The conservative firebrand had recently been fired from MSNBC 
after executives there said his latest book—which included a chapter 
entitled “The End of White America”—reflected an America of the 1940s, 
not the twenty-first century.' But I have sought him out for a very dif- 
ferent reason. In the early 1970s, Buchanan orchestrated a campaign 
that overrode Congress, ignored polls showing strong public support, 
and so utterly obliterated a bill that would have created a high-quality 
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universal child-care system in America that in forty years, the very 
idea has never surfaced for discussion again. Ever. 

The veto of the child-care bill set the stage for unpaid medical 
leave and all subsequent U.S. family policy. Or really, the fact that other 
than a few targeted programs to help the very poor, there is no U.S. 
family policy that could help ease the overwhelm for working families. 
Instead, the United States ranks dead last on virtually every measure 
of family policy in the world. Unlike countries with high-quality, 
government-supported child care, the United States has nothing of the 
kind. It is one of only 4 of 167 countries in the world with no paid leave 
for parents—the others are Lesotho, Papua New Guinea, and Swazi- 
land. Saudi Arabia, where women aren't allowed to drive, offers paid 
parental leave. China, India, Brazil, Mongolia, and Haiti offer paid 
parental leave. Even Togo and Zimbabwe pay 100 percent of a woman’s 
earnings for 14 weeks.” 

Workers in the United States have no right to flexible or short work 
hours, unlike in Belgium, France, Germany, and the Netherlands. The 
United States has no system to require benefits, fair pay, and advance- 
ment opportunities for part-time work, while the Dutch government is 
promoting the concept of the “daddy day,” with each parent working 
overlapping four-day workweeks so that children are in care only three 
days a week.’ The United States has no paid sick leave policy, unlike at 
least 145 other countries.* No paid vacation policy, while Europeans 
who get sick during vacation are legally entitled to take another.” And 
a tax policy that still favors families with one breadwinner and one home- 
maker. In other words, U.S. policy not only doesn’t work for more than 
three-fourths of all U.S. families with children, it makes their lives worse. 

Buchanan ushers me into a room with polished wood paneling, 
darkened from the bright morning sun by heavy shades. He offers 
me a seat on an overstuffed chintz sofa while he settles into a nearby 
red velvet chair. Directly behind him, a gold-plated pitchfork encased 
in glass stands against the wall like a grandfather clock. On the wall 
over his right shoulder, the Irish Catholic who grew up in Chevy 
Chase, Maryland, has hung a portrait of Confederate General Rob- 
envBalec: 

To prepare for our meeting, I’d read up on the Comprehensive 
Child Development Act of 1971. As more women and mothers entered 
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the workforce in the late 1960s, public opinion polls showed that 
majorities of both men and women favored setting up “many more day 
care centers” and felt that the government should provide them. 
“Maternal employment was regarded as either a social good or a basic 
reality of modern life,” writes Kimberly Morgan in her fascinating his- 
tory of the politics of child care.° President Richard Nixon, influenced 
by emerging research on the importance of early learning to shape a 
child’s future, appointed a task force that ultimately recommended “a 
system of well-run child care centers available to all pre-school chil- 
dren” as well as after-school programs for older children.’ 

Buoyed by this declaration, a coalition of bipartisan lawmakers, 
early childhood educators, civil rights activists, feminists, and labor 
leaders came together to craft federal legislation to create a high-quality, 
universal child-care system for all Americans run by community orga- 
nizations, much like federally funded Head Start preschool programs. 
Local Child Development Councils, which would include parents, were 
to set policy. The bill had broad bipartisan support. The Senate bill, led 
by Democratic Senator Walter Mondale, was cosponsored by moderate 
Republican senators Jacob Javitz of New York and Richard Schweiker 
of Pennsylvania. Idaho’s Orval Hansen, one of a number of Republican 
cosponsors in the House, said the good that the “landmark” bill could 
do “can have a more far-reaching impact than any of the major educa- 
tion bills enacted during the past 20 years.”* 

But to Buchanan, the Comprehensive Child Development Act was 
nothing less than “a great leap forward into the dark” that threatened 
the very fabric of America—a view he holds just as strongly today. He 
sits up in his chair and begins speaking quickly, passionately and, per- 
haps accustomed to jousting in the arena of TV shout fests, without 
pause. “The way I and other Americans grew up, we weren't regimented. 
We went down and did what we wanted to do on the playgrounds. We 
set up our own games. We learned to do things together ourselves. You 
come home from school, your mom’s got pie or cake . . . and that’s the 
natural way to grow up,” Buchanan, whose mother worked as a nurse 
before staying home to raise nine children, says. “It was a far better way 
than to put kids into these child development centers.” 

Like many conservatives then and now, Buchanan says he wanted 
to preserve this “natural” traditional family of the father as breadwinner 
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and the mom at home. “We felt the individual, family-centered society 
was the way good, healthy Americans grew up,” he tells me. “We didn’t 
want this mammoth institution set up through which all these millions 
of children would go well before kindergarten.” 

As the child-care bill was wending its way through Congress, Bu- 
chanan says he had in mind a recent trip he’d taken to the Soviet 
Union. It was a tense period of cold war proxy wars, a nuclear arms 
race, and fears of godless communism. He was haunted by what he saw. 
“We went to see the Young Pioneers, where these little kids, four, five, 
and six years old, were being instructed in Leninist doctrine, reciting it 
the way I used to recite Catechism when | was in first grade . . . The 
liberal Democrats were as appalled as the conservative Republicans.” 
He became determined that that dark vision of a soulless state, heartless 
absent mothers, and factory-raised automaton children would never 
come to pass in the United States.’ 

Buchanan quickly marshaled the support of conservative writers 
and activists who decried how the bill would “Sovietize” the American 
family. Some called the bill an experiment in Orwellian thought con- 
trol and the first step toward totalitarianism. “Big Brother Wants Your 
Children,” ran one headline.” Fresh from battles over forced busing 
and desegregation, conservatives railed against the “socioeconomic 
and race mix of students” these child-care centers would foster." Phyllis 
Schlafly and others opposed to the women’s movement used the bill to 
lobby for working mothers to return home, arguing, “There is no sub- 
stitute for a mother’s presence.” Radical feminists, with their calls for 
twenty-four-hour child care to dissolve the “oppressive” nuclear family 
and redistribute responsibility for children, only helped Buchanan 
make the argument that child care would destroy families." 

As the emerging right wing mobilized, the coalition that supported 
the bill began to fray. Lawmakers, who had been quietly working with 
Nixon’s Health, Education and Welfare secretary Elliot Richardson 
and other administration officials to craft a bill, fractured over how big 
it should be and whether state governments and school districts should 
run the child-care centers instead of community organizations. The 
bill passed, but not with the enthusiastic bipartisan support it originally 
enjoyed." 

When the child-care bill hit the Oval Office, some of Nixon’s advis- 
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ers urged him to sign it, saying universal child care would appeal to 
working mothers, “a huge slice of the electorate” where Nixon’s approval 
was weak.’ But Nixon was in trouble with the growing right wing of 
his own party, who were unhappy with his moderate social programs 
and his trip to Communist China. They were already lining up behind 
a right-wing challenger in upcoming primary elections. “That strength- 
ened my hand,” Buchanan says. 

Buchanan was prepared to go to war, he says. Instead, Nixon easily 
agreed to a veto. “Some of these battles, like forced busing, you have 
meeting after meeting and everyone’s arguing. But what surprised me 
was the ease with which we won this battle,” he says. “I not only got to 
write the veto and to make it not only on economic grounds—that we 
can't afford this—or on novelty grounds—that this is something new— 
but on philosophical grounds. And I think that was the shocker.” 

Buchanan wrote Nixon’s veto message to Congress. He warned 
against the “radical” and “family-weakening implications” of the bill. 
The child-care centers, he wrote, would not only create an “army of bu- 
reaucrats” but also would diminish “both parental authority and paren- 
tal involvement with children—particularly in those decisive early years 
when social attitudes and conscience are formed, and religious and 
moral principles are first inculcated.” The bill was, simply, un-American. 
“For the federal government to plunge headlong financially into sup- 
porting child development,” Buchanan wrote in the veto, “would com- 
mit the vast moral authority of the national government to the side of 
communal approaches to child rearing over against the family-centered 
approach.” 

“We wanted not only to kill the bill,” Buchanan tells me. “We wanted 
to drive a stake right through its heart.” 

On December 9, 1971, Nixon vetoed the bill. Twenty-four hours later, 
Congress sustained the veto. “That sucker was gone,” Buchanan says of 
the idea of a universal child-care system in America. “Gone forever.” 


In the forty years since the veto, the number of children living in 
Buchanan's ideal breadwinner-homemaker family has dropped by more 
than half, to 20 percent.'’ Two-thirds of mothers with children under 
six work. Forty percent of mothers with children under eighteen are 
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the sole or primary breadwinners of their families." Instead of killing 
child care, the veto Buchanan wrote helped shape what would become: 
Child care in the United States today is a disaster. 

While there is certainly good quality care, it is rare, wildly expensive, 
difficult to find, and even more difficult to get in to, with waiting lists 
that can last years. In France, the teachers at the crèche and écoles 
maternelles are part of the same civil service as the teachers at the Sor- 
bonne.” In the United States, child-care workers earn roughly what 
parking lot attendants and bellhops do.” A 2007 survey found that 
only 10 percent of what’s available in the United States could be con- 
sidered excellent. The majority of child care is “fair” to “mediocre.” Ten 
percent is downright dangerous.”” 

American child care is largely unregulated. States set their own safety 
and quality standards, and they are all over the map. Only certain states 
require teacher training. In others, anyone who feels like it can care for 
as many as twelve unrelated children in her home without any back- 
ground criminal or sex offender checks, no safety inspections, no mon- 
itoring, and no training in basic CPR, first aid, or safe sleeping practices 
to prevent sudden infant death syndrome.” 

Though children develop best when they have the time to establish 
firm bonds with loving teachers and caregivers, child care in the United 
States is notoriously unstable: The often jury-rigged care arrangements 
of one-third of all parents with children under the age of six fall apart 
within three months.** Compared to what the American Academy of 
Pediatrics calls for to ensure the healthy development of children in 
these critical early years when their brains are growing like mad, Child 
Care Aware of America gives child care in most states a D or an F.” 

Elly Lafkin, who lives in rural Shenandoah, Virginia, thought 
she'd done everything right when she looked for child care for her eight- 
week-old infant, Camden. The twenty-four-year-old mother’s options 
were slim. She and her husband lived far from family who could help. 
There were only three accredited child-care centers within a thirty-five- 
mile radius of their house, and they closed before either Lafkin or her 
husband could get there in the evening from work. At $150 a week, 
the cost was more than they could aftord. She worked in the billing 
department of a pharmacy. He managed the pools at a nearby resort. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture estimates that it will cost a 
middle-class family with two kids anywhere from $212,370 to nearly 
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$500,000 to raise an American child born in 2011 to age seventeen— 
and that doesn’t include college. The cost of child care and education in 
a family budget is second only to the mortgage or rent. In nineteen 
states, parents fork over more money to pay for child care than they 
do to a four-year public university.” The difference being, with college, 
parents have eighteen years to save for it. 

Out of options, Lafkin called her local Department of Social Ser- 
vices. They gave her a list of unlicensed family care providers. Nine out 
of the ten numbers Lafkin called were disconnected. So she did what 
most parents do: She relied on the advice of friends and family. Two 
friends recommended a grandmother who charged $85 a week and had 
cared for children for seventeen years. The grandmother didn’t have a 
license, but the state of Virginia allows anyone to care for up to six un- 
related children without one. Lafkin’s choice was hardly unusual: Half 
of the estimated four hundred thousand children in need of child care 
in Virginia are in such unlicensed care settings, advocates say. 

Five weeks later, Camden was dead and the cause of her death and 
the grandmother were under investigation. Only then did Lafkin dis- 
cover that the grandmother had a criminal felony record. I met with 
Lafkin shortly after what would have been Camden's first birthday. The 
nursery, with its pastel lavender walls and sprinkles of glow-in-the- 
dark stars on the ceiling, was untouched. The hamper was still filled 
with Camden’s tiny clothes, the Diaper Genie still full of her diapers. 
“I know it’s stupid. I just can’t throw them away,’ Lafkin told me. She 
spends hours at the cemetery reading baby books to her daughter’s 
grave. “We didn’t realize that sending your child to an unlicensed, un- 
registered provider meant throwing her to the wolves.””* 

Betsy Cummings, a Navy boatswain in Virginia Beach, thought 
the Little Eagles Day Care was licensed and inspected when she put her 
seven-week-old son, Dylan, there. She thought the child-care workers 
had been trained in how to care for infants. She was wrong. Little 
Eagles was run by a church. Like a number of states, Virginia exempts 
child-care facilities run by religious organizations from meeting most 
safety or quality standards.” If Little Eagles hadn't been exempt, the 
workers would have known not to put Dylan down for a nap on his 
stomach on two foam pads with ill-fitting sheets in a hot, cramped 
utility closet with nine other babies. They would never have left the 
babies unattended for two and a half hours while they ate lunch two 
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rooms away. They would have known how to perform CPR when they 
found Dylan had turned blue. Cummings would have known that 
the director of Little Eagles had been cited in the past for running a 
dangerous day care. 

Local prosecutors charged three child-care workers with child 
neglect and the director with felony homicide. A judge later dismissed 
the charges. “The Commonwealth quite accurately argued that had 
Little Eagles Day Care been subject to the regulation and inspection 
required of secular day care centers, many of the [sudden infant death 
syndrome] risk factors would not have been present,” Judge Charles E. 
Poston wrote in his decision. “While the Court is certainly sym- 
pathetic... the remedy for this situation lies in the sound discretion of 
the General Assembly, not with the judiciary.” 

“I figured they were licensed when we went to take a tour,” Cum- 
mings told me. “They seemed like they knew what they were doing. 
They were mothers. They were grandmothers.”*” 

In 1981, when some states were trying to set higher teacher-training 
standards for child-care workers, Ronald Reagan scoffed at the attempt. 
“Mothers and grandmothers have been taking care of children for 
thousands of years without special college training,” he said.” In the 
minds of many, child care means little more than babysitting. And 
how hard can that be? 

The New Republic writer Jonathan Cohn, in his sobering “The Hell of 
American Day Care,” chronicled the deaths of four children in a family 
care home in Texas. The child care was run by a woman with a criminal 
record. One day, while the children were napping, she left them unsuper- 
vised to go shopping at Target. She also left a pan of oil on a hot stove that 
began to burn. When she returned, the house was on fire.” The Minne- 
apolis Star Tribune won a Pulitzer Prize for its 2012 investigation into why 
children were dying of SIDS, asphyxiation, and unexplained causes in the 
state’s unregulated family care homes at a rate of about one per week.” 

Faced with a growing number of these damaging, high-profile me- 
dia reports, in May 2013, the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services announced that it could no longer wait for Congress to act 
and proposed the first-ever federal safety standards for child-care 
facilities that accept government subsidies for the very poor.’ “Fifteen 
years have passed since we last updated our child-care rules—years of 
tragic stories of children lost and families devastated because there 
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were no safety standards in place to protect them,” HHS Secretary 
Kathleen Sibelius said. In November 2014, President Obama signed new 
child care safety and quality standards into law that a stalled and di- 
vided Congress had finally passed just days before. 

But the regulations will cover only the 1.6 million children poor 
enough to receive government subsidies. And the humiliating, bureau- 
cratic, time-consuming process of trying to actually get one of those 
subsidies often defeats the very purpose of the subsidy in the first place.” 
Just spend time in line with the mostly single mothers applying for 
one. I arrived in one such line in Washington, D.C., at 6:30 a.m. with 
Andria Swanson, a twenty-three-year-old single mother of two who 
works and goes to college. Though the doors wouldn't open for another 
hour, the line was already snaking down the block. Many, like Swan- 
son, had spent hours, for three and four days in a row, standing in line, 
only to be turned away to get more paperwork. Once, Swanson missed 
so much work trying to get the child-care subsidy that she lost her job, 
lost her apartment, washed up at the local shelter, and found herself 
on welfare, a familiar story | was to hear up and down the line. “This 
process is hell,” Swanson said. “H-E-L-L.” 

But she has no choice. At market rates, it would cost her nearly 
$40,000 to send her infant son and toddler daughter to a private child- 
care center in Washington.*° She makes barely half that. 

Because the quality of child care in the United States is so uneven, 
parents are justifiably uneasy about it. There is a distinct stigma to child 
care in America, no doubt made worse by the spate of bizarre and 
widely publicized abuse and devil worship scandals in the 1980s, which 
proved wholly untrue.” The uneven quality has led to wildly confusing 
studies about whether child care and “maternal employment” harm 
children the way Buchanan and other conservatives feared it would. It 
wasn’t until 2010 that researchers sponsored by the National Institute 
of Child Health and Human Development controlled for the quality 
of child care and found that children in high-quality child care for a 
reasonably limited amount of time every week “did not develop differ- 
ently” from children who were cared for exclusively by their mothers.** 
Reassuring, no doubt, for the 10 percent who can find it, get a coveted 
spot, and are able to pay the tuition. 

I began to wonder if the crazy way the entire child-care system is 
organized is really one not-so-subtle message telling mothers to hang 
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it up, quit, and go home where they belong. “We've heard that from 
policy makers,” Michelle Noth, an advocate with Child Care Aware of 
America, told me. “That’s what they had as children. With their wives 
at home, that’s what they have now. They're not thinking about how 
employers can work with both mothers and fathers to figure out a way 
to support people who have children in this country.” 

It’s clear that when it comes to women, industrialized countries 
and ever more of the developing world have come to agree that educat- 
ing women, just like men, is a good thing. Large majorities around the 
globe agree that women can and should work in whatever profession 
they choose, just like men. More even say that they are happier in egali- 
tarian rather than traditional relationships and marriages.” But once 
a woman has a baby, survey after survey continues to show we don't 
know what we think. More, we don’t know what to do.*” 

That ambivalence about a mother’s proper role has led to inertia. 
The prevailing view seems to be: Why promote policies and change 
cultures to help mothers work if we aren’t so sure mothers should work 
at all? 


Pat Schroeder arrived on Capitol Hill the year after Buchanan’s success- 
ful drive to kill the child-care bill. She was thirty-two. When she was 
sworn in, she held hands with her two-year-old and her six-year-old, 
and carried a diaper bag slung over her shoulder.” Unlike Buchanan, 
whose mother didn't work outside the home, Schroeder spent part of 
her childhood, she tells me, along with more than 1.5 million other 
children, in one of the more than 2,500 high-quality child-care centers 
that were created under the Lanham Act during World War II so that 
Rosie the Riveter could go to work.” 

“We did a survey and found that in society, only one in ten families 
could afford to have a full-time caregiver at home. But among our elected 
officials, it was just the reverse—there were just a handful with a spouse 
with a career outside the home,” she says. “In the halls of Congress, the 
traditional Norman Rockwell family was alive and well. And when you 
would talk about child care, they would think babysitting so you could 
go play tennis. I would say, “No, the woman is working outside the 
home, she needs child care so she can get to work.’ But it wasn’t real in 
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their lives. I would have progressives say shocking things to me, like, ‘If 
I do this, then our wives will want to go out and work. And Pl never 
forget when George H. W. Bush was campaigning in New Mexico ona 
Sunday and he wanted to go to a child-care center. His campaign had 
to tell him, ‘It’s Sunday, they don’t operate on Sundays.’ Politicians are 
so protected from the real world. Half of them are millionaires. They 
just don’t get it.”* 

I had called Schroeder, seventy-one and now retired in Florida, to 
hear from a very different Pat about the long reach of the veto Bu- 
chanan orchestrated. She spent her entire career in Congress trying to 
undo the damage, she tells me. She worked with Mary Rose Oakar and 
Geraldine Ferraro, who, like Schroeder, chaired subcommittees of 
what was then seen as the ultimate political backwater—the Post 
Office and Civil Service committee. “We would put all three of our 
subcommittees together for hearings and steamroller things through,” 
Schroeder has said.** The idea was to turn the federal government into 
a model family-friendly employer. Schroeder attacked wasteful mili- 
tary spending and then channeled the “savings” into family programs. 
“I was on the Armed Services Committee, and | could stick all that 
stuff in and nobody paid any attention to it,” Schroeder tells me. “All 
anybody paid attention to was how many weapons were being built 
and whether they were being built in their districts.” 

It was about this time, she said, that she noticed a mounting pres- 
sure for women to be not just good mothers, but supermothers. “You 
had to bake your own bread and look like a Vogue model,” she says. 
“My friends found themselves doing things they would not have been 
doing if they hadn't been working. They'd say, ‘Why am I baking bread?’ 
But you were supposed to compensate your poor family for being 
neglected because you were gone at work. I used to make people fu- 
rious when they asked me to contribute to recipe books. I’d send in 
a recipe for ‘How to Make Ice.’ But they wanted gourmet recipes. 
They'd write that someone in my office was trying to sabotage me. 
And I’d say, ‘No, no, no. This is what my life is. You think I’m home 
making waffles and Eggs Benedict for the children in the morning? 
No way. ” 

Because of Schroeder’s under-the-radar maneuvering, the federal 
government has become a pioneer for flextime, compressed workweeks, 
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and telecommuting. The government oversees more than two hundred 
highly regarded on-site child-care centers for thousands of federal 
workers’ children that, with their long waiting lists, can’t keep up with 
demand.” Thirty-three federal agencies offer child-care subsidies to help 
workers cover the cost of care.*® 

But perhaps her greatest achievement, Schroeder said, was trans- 
forming a “vast government-sponsored child-care system” (in Buch- 
anan’s words) into one of the best in the world: the Pentagon. 

Until 1970, the Defense Department required women who became 
pregnant to quit. In 1982, after a highly critical GAO report found that 
only 1 percent of army child-care facilities met minimum standards, 
the military-run system was dubbed the “ghetto” of child care.“ In 
1989, Schroeder pushed through the Military Child Care Act, which 
set high safety and quality standards, called for teacher training and 
inspections and, far more than “babysitting,” had an actual curricu- 
lum designed to teach children through play. 

By 2012, the Department of Defense was spending more than 
$1 billion a year to provide care for more than two hundred thousand 
children*® and now deems child care so critical to its mission—enabling 
parents to work free from worry about whether their children are safe, 
learning, and happy—that it is dedicated to providing the “best” child 
care in a “high-quality, developmentally appropriate, nurturing envi- 
ronment.”*” Nearly 100 percent of its early learning centers are accre- 
dited by the National Association for the Education of the Young Child 
and meet the highest standards. The teachers, despite a handful of 
high-profile lapses,” are among the best trained and highest paid of 
any in the country. The Pentagon shares costs with parents so that the 
care is affordable. They provide working parents a variety of choices, 
from child development centers either on base or nearby to family care 
in accredited homes and after-school programs. They are consistently 
held up by early childhood education advocates for creating the abso- 
lute “gold standard” of child care.” 

Desiree Wineland, the first woman to command an Apache attack 
helicopter army unit, served in the military for more than two decades 
before retiring as a lieutenant colonel.’ Her husband was a fellow army 
officer. Their two boys both grew up in the Pentagon’s child-care system, 
which, she said, was “excellent.” Providers always understood how 
crazy military family schedules can be, with deployments, single par- 
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ents, and spouses who are assigned to different bases, as she and her 
husband often were, she said. One even offered to open up at 5 a.m. 
when necessary to accommodate Wineland’s schedule. “The boys 
were always engaged, always learning, being read to,” she told me. “They 
had cooking classes, their teachers taught them nutrition. The curricu- 
lum, even at age three and four, was about teaching self-reliance. I re- 
ally felt they were doing all the things I would have wanted to do with 
them.” l 

The military, the ultimate face-time kind of workplace, is also 
winning awards for its flexible work policies, providing enlisted and 
civilian workers with flexible work schedules, vacation, and time 
off.” The Pentagon also offers the most generous medical leave allow- 
ances in the country, giving up to half a year of unpaid leave to those 
on active duty, reservists, veterans, and family members caring for 
injured vets.** 

But try to get anything like those family programs for the rest of 
the workforce, Schroeder says, and the rhetoric that Buchanan first 
inspired becomes deafening. “The equivalent of the Rush Limbaughs 
then were on the radio 24/7 saying we were trying to pull children out 
of people’s homes in order to indoctrinate them,” she says. The first 
Take Our Daughters to Work days were meant to show employers how 
many people desperately needed good child care, “but legislatively, you 
couldn't get people moving. The right wing had so convinced people 
that this was a Communist plot.” 

It took Schroeder eight years to get the Family and Medical Leave 
Act passed. And though she fought to make it paid leave and to extend 
parental leave to both mothers and fathers, the most lawmakers would 
agree to was twelve weeks of unpaid leave for any worker with medical 
needs. “It was so watered down and pathetically small,” Schroeder 
laments. Because it applies only to large companies, full-time workers, 
and those employed for more than a year, FMLA does not cover 40 
percent of the U.S. workforce. Government surveys have since found 
that the majority of people take leave because they themselves are ill.” 
Schroeder’s attempt to get paid parental leave at least for federal work- 
ers was shot down. In 2012, when another effort was scuttled by con- 
servatives, Darrell Issa, a California Republican and one of the wealthiest 
members of Congress, released a video on YouTube featuring North 
Korea’s Kim Jong Il and Irans Mahmoud Ahmadinejad among an 
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array of other despots and the catchphrase: “Could these guys be 
wrong on paid parental leave?””® 

Schroeder said she could never understand the peculiar schizo- 
phrenia in political minds when it comes to mothers: “If you're poor 
and a single mom, you damn well better get out there and work and 
don’t expect us to help you, thank you very much. But if you're middle 
class and you can maybe afford to be home, then you should be guilty 
as hell if you're gone and should be running around trying to do four- 
teen thousand things to make up for it.” . 

That double standard was on display in the 2012 presidential elec- 
tion when Republican candidate Mitt Romney, whose wife stayed 
home to raise their five sons, said at an NBC Education Forum that to 
have one parent that “can be at home in those early years of education 
can be extraordinarily important.” But a few months earlier, he had 
talked with pride about the tough work requirements he'd passed as 
part of welfare reform as Massachusetts governor: “I said, for instance, 
that even if you have a child two years of age, you need to go to work. 
And people said, ‘Well, that’s heartless, and I said, ‘No, no, I’m willing 
to spend more giving daycare to allow those parents to go back to 
work.’ I want the individuals to have the dignity of work.”** The “indi- 
viduals,” of course, being poor single mothers. 

That economic conservatives, like Buchanan, who philosophically 
favor small government and private enterprise, would fight any kind of 
government-sponsored family policy like a universal child-care system 
is not unexpected. That social conservatives, like Buchanan, fought in 
the 1970s to preserve the breadwinner-homemaker model of the fam- 
ily, at least for the middle class, is also not a surprise. What is shocking, 
however, is that, despite massive global social, economic, and demo- 
graphic shifts, Buchanan’s traditional worldview, outlined in the 
child-care veto, exerts such power in America in the twenty-first 
century. 

In talking to both Pat Schroeder and Pat Buchanan, I was struck 
not so much by the differences in their visions of what’s best for Amer- 
ican families and children but, at heart, how similar they are. They 
both have fought their battles in order to preserve sacred time for family 
outside of work and the sanctuary of the home. They both lament that 
children don’t just run outside to play anymore. Pat Buchanan wants 
moms to be home at 3 p.m. with cake and pie because they've been 
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there all day while Dad is at work. Pat Schroeder wants both parents to 
be able to have work that is flexible enough so that they, too, can be 
home, at least sometimes, at 3 p.m. with cake and pie. The point is, 
nobody wanted an America of the soulless homes and factory-raised 
automatons that Buchanan feared in the Soviet Union. But because 
we've been so busy shouting past one another since 1971 about the best 
way to protect the time it takes to create these havens at home, we've 
failed to protect that time or those havens at all. 


The early 1970s were a singular moment in history as governments 
responded to social movements, such as the call for equal rights for 
women, that upended the old traditional order and set the stage for 
what was to come. 

Shortly before Pat Buchanan would engineer the veto of the com- 
prehensive child-care bill, Swedish prime minister Olof Palme gave a 
speech to the United Nations declaring that his government’s top goal 
was to create a society of total gender equity that would enable men 
and women to both work and have time for family. He pushed sweeping 
policies to provide subsidized child care, early education, paid parental 
leave after the birth of a child for both mothers and fathers, paid sick 
leave, reduced and flexible work hours, good part-time jobs with ben- 
efits, and tax and labor policies that promoted women as financially 
independent breadwinners. He also ushered in programs that would 
begin to ensure that more women were elected to political office and 
appointed to cabinet ministries and corporate boards.” (At the other 
end of the spectrum, in 1971, some women in Switzerland had just been 
granted the right to vote.) 

The Swedish government’s push for gender equity was driven in 
part by a labor shortage and the desire to avoid importing immigrant 
workers.®° Other countries, such as France and Germany, their popu- 
lations decimated by world wars and flagging fertility rates, were simi- 
larly galvanized into pushing for “pro-natalist” policies. Other smaller 
and more homogeneous countries, like Denmark, came to support family 
policies as a means of cementing national identity, even if it meant 
higher taxes and income redistribution.” 

None of these programs were perfect, or perfectly embraced. For 
years, the generous policies in Sweden applied only to mothers. In West 
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Germany, mothers who worked continued tobe called “Rabenmutters”— 
raven mothers—after the bird that lays her eggs in someone else’s nest 
and blithely flies away.® 

But while conservatives like Buchanan claim the programs are a 
drain on economies, a look at productivity measures tells a different 
story. True, the United States boasts enviable rates of economic growth 
and total productivity, but that’s due in large part to the sheer amount 
of time Americans put in on the job, working long and extreme hours. 
Measuring productivity per hours worked, on the other hand, has in 
recent years put the United States behind such countries as France, 
Ireland, Luxemburg, the Netherlands, and Norway." 

When it comes to spending tax dollars on social programs, the United 
States is close to the bottom, twenty-third out of twenty-seven countries 
studied by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop- 
ment. But add that public spending to all the money people pay out of 
pocket, and the United States leaps into fifth place in the world for 
spending on social programs, just behind Sweden.“ In Sweden, every- 
one shares the cost of the health and welfare of society. In the United 
States, you pay for your own. 


Like any other working parent, I felt the aftershocks of the child-care 
veto every single day once I had kids. You want to talk overwhelm? Try 
cobbling together preschool and child care at one place for your toddler, 
a nanny share with another family for your infant because there is no 
infant care in your neighborhood, and a babysitter to pick both kids up 
at the end of the day, because the long, traffic-clogged commute and 
late newspaper deadlines for both you and your spouse make a 6 p.m. 
pickup impossible. Then throw any one of those fragile pieces off— 
a preschool closure, snow, a car breakdown, a fever—and you have 
guilt-stricken and panicked chaos. 

Summer break? Please. There is a good reason why many working 
parents pull out calendars, spreadsheets, and camp forms, rush to the 
mailbox, repeatedly call registration numbers for popular camps that 
can fill up within hours, stand in lines overnight to secure a spot for 
their child, and generally freak out every year in February. It’s called 
ten weeks with nothing for kids to do. I remember the shock, when my 
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son was five, of discovering that a host of camps ran only from 9 a.m. 
until noon. 

After-school care? When my son was eleven and hit middle school, 
I was wrapped in knots because there was practically nowhere for him 
to go after school, save a community program aimed at reducing drug 
use and teen pregnancy rates, which my wide-eyed, Age of Empires- 
playing son wasn’t quite ready for. I wrote a piece for The Washing- 
ton Post about the open secret that fifteen million kids in the United 
States—more than a quarter of all children®’—are, like my son, latch- 
key kids. I wrote about how awful that felt. But instead of picking up 
on my suggestions to overhaul workplace culture to create more flex- 
ibility for parents to be home, to devise accessible neighborhood or 
community after-school programs for tweens, or to better match school 
schedules with parent schedules, anonymous online commenters called 
me a bad mother.®* At 8 a.m. on the morning the piece appeared, the 
phone rang. An FBI agent was calling to sarcastically congratulate me 
for alerting “every pedophile within an eight-hundred-mile radius” 
that my son would be home alone every day after 3 p.m. 

When my children were little, I, like many other Americans, felt so 
queasy about the notion of “day care” that I didn’t even consider child- 
care centers. But when the nanny we shared with another family didn't 
show up one day, we didn’t have a lot of options. I got a list of child- 
care providers from the city and started at the top of the list: A. Abra- 
cadabra is a licensed, accredited child development center in a cozy 
little house in our neighborhood filled with paints, crafts, costumes, 
and blocks, and surrounded by a big playground. It turned out to be 
one of the best things that ever happened to us. It was expensive. It was 
a near miracle they had an opening. But the tough, funny, and wise 
director became like a surrogate mother and one of my best friends. 
What I learned from her and the loving teachers, who have taught 
there for years, made me a better parent.” 

Researchers have found that parents with stable child care are less 
stressed, better at coping, and more satisfied with their jobs.” Austra- 
lian time-use researcher Lyn Craig found that formal child care, more 
than any other arrangement save shift work, leads to more gender equity 
at both work and home for both mothers and fathers.” Research has 
found that not only parents but also their child-free colleagues benefit 
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when a company offers stable quality care because there are fewer dis- 
ruptions, fewer absences, and higher productivity and morale: Child- 
care breakdowns that lead to employee absence cost businesses an 
estimated $3 billion every year.”” “The bottom line,” wrote Cali Yost, a 
consultant who helps companies devise business strategies for better 
work-life “fit,” “is that you benefit when the parents you work with 
have support.””° 

A rich early learning experience with loving caregivers also sets 
children on a path to higher academic achievement and a better chance 
for success in life, research shows. The Nobel Prize-winning econo- 
mist James Heckman argues that investing in high-quality early learn- 
ing will yield a rate of return of 6 to 10 percent per year per child—higher 
than historic stock market returns—in higher academic achievement, 
greater productivity in the workforce, and fewer drains on society.” 

In other words, children create the future. And their futures start 
early. 

I’m not arguing for some vast government-run and government- 
funded program that resembles the DMV. But when it comes to child 
care, when it comes to U.S. family policy, there’s got to be a better way. 


At Pat Buchanan’s house, his wife, Shelley, silently brings us coffee and 
disappears. 

He's been talking with longing about the days when America was 
“the greatest country on earth,” in part because it was “just normal, natu- 
ral, and understood” for women to want to get married and stay home to 
raise kids. He clucks about how crime, drug use, and incarceration rates 
have soared and test scores have dropped since mothers went to work. 

It's a sentiment that the federal government itself promoted in 
taxpayer-funded propaganda after World War II when Buchanan was 
growing up and the government wanted Rosie the Riveters to go back 
home so returning vets could have their jobs. “The family was solidly 
founded on father as patriarch and breadwinner and mother as cook, 
housekeeper, and nurse of the children,” intones the sonorous narrator 
in one of the Office of War Information’s March of Time newsreels.” The 
widely distributed black-and-white film warned that the economic inde- 
pendence of working women was one of the most “disturbing trends” in 
society and cut to an “expert” saying that working mothers had aban- 
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doned their feminine role, which had made women “unhappy because it 
has made them frustrated,” that their children had “no maternal love,” 
and that they had become, instead of partners, their husbands’ “rivals.” 
The film showed unsupervised young children playing with cigarettes 
and hooligan teens on the loose, all because their mothers worked. 

“The whole idea of the ’30s, 40s, and ’50s, people were focused on 
the family,” Buchanan says. “Now, people focus on the ‘me’ and ‘I.’ It’s 
the me-centered society rather than the family-centered society.” 

“Let me ask you,” I say, “do you think mothers should be in the 
workforce?” 

“Are you talking about mothers who have to go into the workforce 
to support their kids, or they want to go?” he asks. 

“Should it matter?” I respond. 

Let me stop here for a moment. It is the queasy ambivalence about 
this very point—should mothers work?—that stops any meaningful 
national discussion about what policies that acknowledge how families 
have changed since 1971 could even look like. Advocates pushing for 
saner family policies typically talk about how both mothers and fathers 
have to work these days to support a family. That is absolutely true for 
millions of families. But once you get to a certain income bracket, that 
argument falls apart. Conservatives can point to nice houses, shiny new 
appliances, and big minivans, and say, in effect, you don’t have to work. 
You can downsize. You can drive a used car. You can sacrifice. But since 
youre not willing to, since you choose to work, you are a greedy, selfish 
woman and a bad mother. And since you choose to work so you can 
afford that big house, why should my hard-earned tax dollars go to 
support your heartless lifestyle? If a mother who works feels over- 
whelmed, pressed for time, guilty, and worried about child care, tough. 
You asked for it; muscle it out. As Buchanan told me, “The idea that 
both husband and wife are going to go off to work and tell the taxpayer 
to take care of junior? I don’t think so!” 

But that narrow view reduces all of the very human yearning of 
both men and women to follow a passion, face a challenge, make a dif- 
ference, or leave a mark in the public arena of life to a venal economic 
argument. Can the solution in the twenty-first century really be to re- 
turn to the 1950s? I ask Buchanan. “What happens to the economy if 
all that brainpower goes home?” 

Buchanan snorts. “I don’t mean to be elitist, but only the top 5 to 10 
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percent are the ones doing the brain work in society. A lot of men and 
women are in the service industry,” he says. “My mother stayed home 
and raised nine kids until they were all out of the house and out of 
school. Is that a better contribution to the country and society than a 
woman who says, ‘I don’t want any kids, I want to go out and get a job 
and go out and have a good life?’ Now, she’s free to make that choice. 
But ultimately, what is better for the country and the economy?” 

Must it always be either-or? 

A few months before I met with Buchanan, I sat in the car on a 
family trip with three generations of men in my family: my husband, 
Tom, my son and nephew, and my eighty-four-year-old father. I had 
been on my cell phone interviewing fathers who were fighting for 
parental leave or flexible work hours, or who wanted to stay home them- 
selves as primary caregivers. My fifteen-year-old nephew, Wyatt, said, 
“Cool.” Tom immediately said, “I'd rather work.” My father couldn't 
even wrap his mind around the idea. “You've got to understand, Brigie,” 
he said, getting flustered. “There comes a time in every man’s life when 
he has to decide, ‘Who am I? What am I going to be? Will I be a doctor? 
A lawyer? What will I do with my life? ” 

I paused. “And do you think, Dad,” I asked quietly, “that that mo- 
ment never comes for women?” 

Buchanan stirs his coffee. 

“So your idea with the veto,” I say, “was to protect the mom staying 
at home, the dad in the workplace—” 

“The idea was to protect the traditional family,” Buchanan interrupts. 

“And did you?” 

Buchanan bursts into bitter laughter. “The traditional family is 
disintegrating.” 

“Or it’s different,” I say, getting irritated. “I don’t have a ‘traditional’ 
family. And I don’t like to think that it’s disintegrated.” 

He shrugs. 

“I've deplored what’s happening in society, which is why my books 
are so pessimistic,” he says. “I don’t know what the solution is.” 

As I get up to leave, I ask how he and Shelley handled their child- 
care responsibilities. He shakes his head. 

“We never had children.” 


When she was pregnant with her first child and losing sleep thinking 
that she'd have to return to work just weeks after giving birth, Dionne 
Anciano had no idea that the state of California is one of only three in 
the nation that offer paid parental leave. New Jersey and Rhode Island 
are the others. 

The California law, which passed in 2002, allows workers to take off 
up to six weeks a year to bond with a newborn, newly adopted child, 
or newly placed foster child, or to care for a family member. While on 
leave, workers draw 55 percent of their usual earnings, up to a weekly 
cap of about $1,000. Employers pay nothing. Neither does the govern- 
ment. Workers foot the entire bill: The funds come out of a state tem- 
porary disability insurance fund that all employees regularly contribute 
$3 a month to through a payroll tax.” New Jersey has a similar system. 
Washington state passed a paid leave law but has yet to fund it. Efforts 
to pass a national paid family leave law in Congress have gone nowhere 
since Pat Schroeder first tried in 1985. 

“Tt was such a relief just to be able to recover,’ said Anciano, who 
found out about the policy only after a client asked her to design a 
brochure about it. Anciano married at forty-one and had her baby after 
extensive fertility treatments and a difficult pregnancy at forty-four. 
Instead of having to put her daughter in child care after only a few 
weeks, Anciano was able to stitch together four months of paid leave, 
vacation, and sick days. Her husband was doing the same when I visited 
her. And, with the help of their families, their daughter would be cared 
for by family members for most of the first year of her life. “I can’t tell 
you how important that is to me,” Anciano said. 
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Advocates and supporters of paid family leave, like Paul Orfalea, 
the founder and chair emeritus of Kinko’s, who urged businesses to 
become “responsible corporate citizen(s),”"* say the law acknowledges 
the simple fact that workers have families and provides companies 
with a uniform policy to plan for it. But opponents, like the Califor- 
nia Chamber of Commerce, argued that absences like Anciano’s are 
disruptive to businesses. They're both right, Anciano’s employer, design 
firm owner Tia Stoller, told me. “As an employer, there was anxiety 
about how I'd deal with her being gone,” Stoller said. “But as a mother, 
I wanted her to have as much time as possible with her new baby.” 
When Stoller had her son twenty-two years ago, there were no family 
leave laws. “I would have loved to have had maternity leave,” she said 
with a sigh. 

But for all her anxiety about Anciano’s absence, once Anciano was 
on leave, “it was really okay,” Stoller said. “We didn’t work longer hours, 
but we worked more intense hours. We were, like, ‘Wow, look at what 
we can do in a day. ” 

Stoller’s experience is not unusual. Despite the chamber’s fears, a 
majority of California businesses report that the paid leave law has had 
a positive or neutral effect on profits and productivity, and 99 percent 
said it boosted employee morale. Workers who'd taken leave reported 
feeling more bonded with their children and better able to care for 
them. More were breast-feeding for longer periods and they'd had 
more time to arrange for child care to return to work. 

Herb Greenberg, founder and CEO of Caliper, a Princeton recruit- 
ing company, is one of the biggest supporters of the New Jersey paid 
family leave law that passed in 2008. If workplaces and work policies 
make it too hard for a woman to both work and have time for family 
“then she’s lost a lot in her own life, and the world has lost, too,” he 
said. “Family leave isn’t just about women. It affects men as well.” 

In fact, it was men who were instrumental in getting the California 
paid family leave law passed in only one year, said Sheila Kuehl, a 
former child actress and Harvard law grad who, as state senator, shep- 
herded the bill through the General Assembly. “Fathers wanted time 
to bond with their children. If you have time in those first months, it 
changes everything,” she said. Men showed up to lobby for the bill. 
Paper ties with copies of the bill on it were delivered to all the male 


STARTING SMALL 12 


lawmakers on Father’s Day. “Men showed that this is really important 
to them.”° 

I asked Anciano if I could talk to her husband, Rich, who was cur- 
rently caring for their daughter on his paid leave. It was close to 5 p.m. 
She picked up the phone to call and ask. “Oh. Okay,” she said. “Don’t 
worry about it.” 

She turned to me and in six short words conveyed the power of 
fathers taking solo parental leave and finally seeing for themselves how 
annoying it is when, at the end of an intense day with the baby, when 
youre exhausted, in a messy house with wild hair, no real clue where 
the day went save for clipping the baby’s fingernails, and your partner, 
surveying the disarray, asks, “So what did you do all day?” Anciano 
smiled apologetically and shook her head. “He hasn't had a shower yet.” 


Joan Blades sits in front of her laptop at the dining room table in 
Berkeley, the San Francisco Bay sparkling in the distance. Blades, one 
of the cofounders of the progressive Internet phenomenon MoveOn 
.org, is now using the same organizing and Internet savvy to stir up a 
new movement to push both U.S. workplaces and U.S. family policy 
out of the deep freeze of the 1950s. Though she and her cofounder, 
Seattle-based Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner, call their one-million-member 
group MomsRising and their agenda The Motherhood Manifesto, they 
seek to reshape policies and remake ideal worker workplaces not just 
for mothers but for everyone. The overwhelm, they want people to un- 
derstand, is not an epidemic of personal failures, of whiny moms unable 
to juggle work and home efficiently. It’s a massive structural failure in 
society, and it’s holding everybody back. “Of the last four Supreme 
Court justices appointed, two men and two women, both the men had 
children and neither of the women did. This is not an accident,” Blades 
says. “Look, 80 percent of women become mothers by the time they're 
forty-four,° which means the profound bias against mothers is a bias 
against all women,” she tells me. “And having a family is kind of core 
to the human experience. If we want to continue as a society, we have 
to have families.” 

Using the Internet, MomsRising collects stories of outrage, frustra- 
tion, and struggle: mothers who had to go back to work days after giving 
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birth, families nearly broken by the cost of child care, unconscious bias 
breathtakingly deep. One oncologist’s home loan was turned down 
when the bank discovered she was on maternity leave. Though she 
planned to return to work, the bank assumed she’d be quitting to stay 
home with her baby and wouldn't be able to afford the mortgage. She 
sued and won a $15,000 settlement.’ “Our storybank lets our members 
know they're not alone,” Blades says. “It lets reporters know that there 
are real people behind statistics. And, most importantly, it lets elected 
leaders know about issues that they may not have seen as actual issues.” 

“A lot of elected leaders have no clue what’s going on with Ameri- 
can families,” Rowe-Finkbeiner agreed when I spoke with her later by 
phone. “Working families aren't telling them because the time you need 
policies like paid leave the most is often the busiest time of your life.” 

The MomsRising organizers know that their natural constituency— 
tired and overwhelmed tamilies—is too tired and overwhelmed just 
trying to keep it all together to do much else. So rather than try to 
organize protest marches, they get people to push change in the space 
of a few minutes. Busy and distracted people can read a short e-mail and 
forward it to a lawmaker, click on a Twitter link, post a comment, or 
add their story to the bank on the website in a matter of seconds. “We 
know moms and dads are busy,” Blades said. “Between work and rais- 
ing a family, they have very little time to take action, much less comb 
their hair and brush their teeth.” 

MomsRising and other organizations are springing up to push 
forward where they say the mainstream feminist movement veered off 
course. Rowe-Finkbeiner interviewed more than five hundred women 
for her book, The F-Word: Feminism in Jeopardy, and discovered the 
majority felt feminism, in pushing them to be ideal workers, was out of 
touch with the complicated reality of their lives. Dina Bakst cofounded 
A Better Balance in New York to fight for better family policy after her 
own experience working for a traditional feminist legal organization 
left her disillusioned. The older, single feminists running that organi- 
zation wouldn't let one young mother work from home. They refused 
to allow another to take extended maternity leave or for two young- 
mother lawyers to share one job. “They viewed it as detrimental to 
accommodate working mothers. They didn’t want motherhood to ‘hold 
women back, ” Bakst told me. “That’s when I realized we had it back- 
ward. It was the law, the workplace, and these outdated family policies 
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that need changing. The fact that we as a society fail to value the work 
of caregiving, that’s what’s really holding women back.” And men. 

“It’s just wrong, the sense that it was up to us women, that we had a 
duty to be out there working and showing what we could do,” Blades 
telis me. “The next wave of the women’s movement has to include men. 
It has to include families.” 

Blades and Rowe-Finkbeiner sound an awful lot like . . . Betty 
Friedan. Friedan is most remembered for sparking the modern femi- 
nist movement with her book about the limited horizons and stulti- 
fying inner lives of middle-class 1950s housewives like her in The 
Feminine Mystique. But in 1981, Friedan looked at what the women’s 
movement had wrought and became dismayed. She was distressed that 
radical feminists, who proclaimed “marriage constitutes slavery for 
women,” had become so vocally antimother, antifamily, and antimale. 
Though the women’s movement did so much to open doors to higher 
education and careers for women, Friedan was concerned that its 
attention was being diverted by “the emotion-ridden issues of sexual 
politics” and “abortion hysteria,” and risked not only alienating women 
but failing to do the harder work of transforming the institutions and 
attitudes of society so that all people could do good work, share in rais- 
ing families, and have time for life. 

Friedan watched mothers trying to do it all, too exhausted to be 
angry. She spoke to fathers who longed to be more involved with their 
kids, who felt so tied to work that they didn’t dare try. She saw how 
isolated and guilty everyone felt. So Friedan wrote The Second Stage 
and argued that family was the new feminist frontier. Radical feminists 
were apoplectic. The book was largely ignored.” 

Friedan was ahead of her time. But now, the MomsRising leaders 
hope, the time is ripe for change. Their agenda is ambitious. The ob- 
stacles, Blades admits, are huge. Politics at the national level are frac- 
tured, divisive, and polarized. The economy is sluggish, the federal debt 
and deficit are enormous, and Americans hate taxes and distrust gov- 
ernment social programs, especially ones that so easily pick at the scabs 
of the culture wars, the mommy wars, and the deeply divided and deeply 
held views about what’s best for mothers and children. 

So MomsRising is taking a different tack. They are politically 
agnostic. “Finding common ground is extremely important. I have 
friends in the Christian Coalition and we agree on all the Motherhood 


122 OVERWHELMED 


Manifesto issues,” Blades said. Nor are they dogmatic. “There are paid 
family leave policies in over 170 countries and no two are alike,” Rowe- 
Finkbeiner said. “We’re not arguing to import something from some- 
where else. We want to come up with our own policies that work for 
our nation.” 

How? 

By starting small. 

Rather than seeking sweeping federal legislation, MomsRising has 
been involved in efforts to get city councils and state governments to 
pass paid sick days bills, like the ones in the cities of Seattle, Wash- 
ington, D.C., Portland, New York, San Francisco, Oakland, Newark, 
Trenton, Montclair, and Jersey City in New Jersey, and the states of 
Connecticut and Massachusetts." They’re writing letters and e-mails 
in support of local paid family leave laws, local right to request flexible 
work policies like in San Francisco, and local telecommuting policies 
like those actively promoted in Atlanta, Dallas, Phoenix, Philadelphia, 
and Chicago. Red and blue state legislatures in Illinois, Delaware, 
Maryland, Minnesota, New Jersey, and West Virginia have unanimously 
or with little opposition passed laws to ensure pregnant workers get 
reasonable accommodations like a stool, a bottle of water or light duty 
in order to keep working, rather than be forced to take unpaid leave or 
quit.'* They're hoping that once people see that the changes are easing 
the overwhelm for everyone, the movement will catch on. Blades looks 
up from her computer and smiles. “You just have to start wherever 
there’s an opening.” 


WHEN WORK WORKS 


What if I hadnt worked so hard? What if . . . I had actually 
used . . . my position to be a role model for balance? Had I done 
so intentionally, who's to say that, besides having more time 
with my family, I wouldn't also have been even more focused at 
work? More creative? More productive? It took inoperable late 
stage brain cancer to get me to examine things from this angle. 

—Eugene O'Kelly, former CEO, KPMG 


While working on The Last Supper, Leonardo da Vinci regularly 
took off from painting for several hours at a time and seemed to 
be daydreaming aimlessly. Urged by his patron, the prior of 
Santa Maria delle Grazie, to work more continuously, da Vinci is 
reported to have replied, immodestly but accurately, “The great- 
est geniuses sometimes accomplish more when they work less.” 
—Tony Schwartz, Be Excellent at Anything 


It’s just after 10 a.m. on a Friday at the software design company Menlo 
Innovations in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Greg Haskins and his program- 
ming partner sit in front of a shared computer. They're engrossed in 
writing complicated code for a machine called a flow cytometer, cru- 
cial for AIDS and cancer research, that’s sophisticated enough to make 
180,000 cell measurements a second yet easy enough for any grad stu- 
dent to operate. Haskins is dressed in jeans and a blue plaid shirt. On 
his shoulder, he wears a white burp cloth. In his lap, he cradles his infant 
daughter. 

Haskins hands the baby to his programming partner and, without 
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a break in the conversation, moves to a whiteboard hanging on the 
wall. His partner, an older man with gray hair, takes the burp cloth 
and gives the baby a bottle. 

Across the cavernous, 17,000-square-foot room, Kristi Trader works 
unperturbed in front of her screen while her two boys, eight and nine 
years old, grab a ball and race off to play hockey on the polished con- 
crete floor. On the table next to her desk, the boys, who are on summer 
break, have set up a mound of crafts, crayons, and electronic gadgets 
behind a hand-lettered sign: NO GIRLS ALLOWED IN BOYS CAMP. MOM'S 
CAN CUM. Three dogs snooze quietly out of sight. 

Rich Sheridan, Menlo cofounder and CEO, sits happily in the 
middle of the buzzing workspace. On his business card, he calls him- 
self Menlo’s “Chief Storyteller and Tour Guide.” He is tall and white 
haired, with a deep, booming voice. He also smiles. A lot. Sheridan 
says he knew exactly the kind of work culture he wanted to create: the 
opposite of the miserable, soul-sucking places of the overwhelm where 
he spent most of his own career. The company, he says, was founded on 
one guiding principle: joy. 

Sheridan says corporate America has it all wrong. Its leaders don’t 
understand that what drives people to greater creativity and produc- 
tivity is giving them autonomy, mastery, and a sense of purpose, not 
longer work hours and a smartphone that goes off in the middle of 
the night. “We spend too much of our work lives trying to deny our 
humanity. We have to deny the fact that we're parents, deny that we 
have aging parents,” he says. “For me, this is personal. I have three 
daughters. I lived the death march life of corporate America. It was 
torturous. I loved what I was doing, but the hours left me so tired and 
worn-out. Or the boss would make some irrational, unreasonable de- 
mand on my time. I was in so much pain that I wanted to get out com- 
pletely.” He wanted so far out that after he lost his job in the dot-com 
bust, he thought of starting a canoe camp in the boundary waters of 
Minnesota. 

Sheridan takes out a piece of paper. He draws a steep diagonal line 
from the bottom left-hand corner to the top right. “That was my career,” 
he explains. For nearly twenty years in corporate America, he achieved 
greater success, power, prestige, and money. Then he draws a straight, 
flat line across the bottom. “That was how happy I was.” 

So he and two other refugees from the ideal worker culture sat 
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around his kitchen table and dreamed up a company that would make 
them happy. And in doing so, Sheridan and his cofounders hit upon 
the very keys to wresting the moribund American workplace out of the 
1950s: Don’t just write a policy or spout off a slick-sounding mission 
statement yet still secretly expect people to work the same workaholic 
way. Don’t come up with a program for flexible work or reduced hours 
to “help” working families but really expect only mothers to take 
advantage of them and, if they do, see them as less committed and less 
intelligent, and shunt them to the side. Instead, think big. Start fresh. 
Include everybody. The saner twenty-first-century workplace means 
total transformation. “If you have time for your life, you are joyful. 
And when you come to work in the morning, youre more creative, 
more imaginative, more excited to be here,” he explains. “There is, in 
fact, a tangible business value to joy. You get better relationships. Better 
quality. More productivity. The fact of the matter is, software is every- 
where and most of it sucks. Ours doesn’t. And that’s because of 
the culture we've created. Our strategy is to eliminate fear as a man- 
agement tool. Eliminate ambiguity. Make everything transparent. 
Life’s too short. This is a wild experiment about doing things a dif- 
ferent way.” 

Behind its industrial-glass-door entrance in the basement level of 
a commercial building in downtown Ann Arbor, Menlo Innovations 
is big, noisy, and more than a little messy. The setup, which draws on 
neuroscience and human motivation research, is designed to promote 
concentrated work, collaboration, and creativity. So there are no pri- 
vate offices. No earbuds. Everyone, from “problem solvers” like Haskins 
to “high-tech anthropologists” like Haskins’s wife, Katelyn, works in 
the sprawling din of creative chaos in teams of two, talking and laugh- 
ing over each other. Every week, Sheridan matches up new pairs and 
assigns them new tasks on one of several ongoing software design proj- 
ects. Peopie work on one thing at a time, the better to focus. There is no 
multitasking at Menlo. The pairs set up at whichever computer they 
feel like in the morning. And workstations are set on long cafeteria- 
like tables on wheels that workers can move around and configure in 
whatever manner suits them. Change the routine, the owners like to 
say, and you change the thinking. New ideas emerge. Today the tables 
are arranged in two long, haphazard parallel lines, like picnic tables at 
a large family reunion. 
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Working in pairs and assigning tasks, Sheridan said, gives Menlo 
workers a sort of “freedom through tyranny”: Because employees don't 
have to spend any time, willpower, or energy deciding what to do, 
when, or who with, their brains are freed of needless “decision fatigue,” 
the better to think more creatively, take risks, and even fail specta- 
cularly, because you never know when you might learn something cool 
in the process. MAKE MISTAKES FASTER! urges an enormous poster on 
the wall. Working in pairs also frees up time for everyone, Sheridan 
explains. Because people work with a partner and are constantly rotated 
through different projects and tasks, no one person is indispensable. 
So if someone wants a vacation, needs to take the day off because of a 
sick child, or simply feels like going kayaking with a friend, all he or 
she has to do is schedule it, he says. Menlo adjusts. And the work con- 
tinues seamlessly. 

The longest meeting lasts no more than ten minutes. Every Friday 
at 9 a.m., everyone stands in a circle. The pair partners each hold a 
horn on a goofy Viking helmet that has become Menlo’s unofficial mas- 
cot and give a brief update. The only other meetings are “pop-ups.” 
“Hey, Menlo!” someone will call out. The room quiets and whoever 
called out stands and speaks his or her piece. 

At the end of the day, when work is over, it’s over. It’s time to live 
your life. Checking e-mail or making work calls at night or on the week- 
end is expressly frowned upon. By 6 p.m. the day I visit, the place will 
be empty. Lisamarie Babik was accustomed to logging seventy-hour 
weeks as a face-time warrior in corporate America. She had a hard 
time adjusting at Menio. “I had that work-harder-and-harder-and- 
harder mentality. But the owners came to me and said, ‘If you don’t go 
home and stop working so much, we will fire you,” Babik tells me, 
handing me a card that gives her job description as “Menlo Evange- 
list.” “I had to relearn how to have a personal life.” 

Sitting around one of the cafeteria tables sharing Potbelly sand- 
wiches for lunch, workers marvel at what a difference being part of this 
experiment in sane working has made in their lives. One woman has 
time to play sports like softball and hockey again. Another decided on 
the spur of the moment to take her son to the zoo on a beautiful day 
without an ounce of guilt. Another was able to take time off to tend to 
her husband after he’d had major surgery. A young man named Nate 
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explains that he takes every Friday off to work on designing video 
games for his own start-up company. 

Menlo has won awards for being among the most innovative, 
democratic, creative, and cool places to work. It even was honored by 
the American Psychological Association for having one of the most 
“psychologically healthy” workplaces. It’s also making money. It’s among 
the fastest-growing private companies in America, expanding from its 
original three cofounders in 2001 to as many as fifty permanent and 
subcontracted employees. While money is certainly essential to keep- 
ing Menlo going, Sheridan measures real success differently. “Do you 
hear any phones ringing?” he asks me. I prick up my ears and shake my 
head. “No one calls to complain. There are no problems or questions 
with our software. When we get calls, it’s people thanking us.” 

On a tour of the workspace, Sheridan proudly shows me the Baby 
Room off the kitchen, with cushy rocking chair, dim lights, and por- 
table crib. The kids playing hockey, Haskins’s baby, Sheridan says, 
smiling, was all his idea. A few years ago, Tracy Beeson, a valued em- 
ployee, was on maternity leave. Menlo had just landed a big contract 
that Sheridan thought Beeson would be perfect for. She, too, was ready 
to come back. But she had no child care. “That was probably the last 
moment of Old Corporate Rich,” Sheridan says. “I had to squish that 
part of my brain for a long time before it died. I looked at her and said, 
‘Well, why don’t you bring the baby to work.’ She said, ‘All day?’ I said, 
‘Sure. She said, ‘Every day?’ I said, ‘Why not?’ If this company is about 
innovation, why not experiment?” 

Beeson sits down to tell the story. Before Menlo, she worked for 
high-tech firms that rewarded long hours of face time, not necessarily 
performance. When her oldest child, her son, Charlie, was young, she 
worked late every night. She worked weekends. And it wasn’t until she 
received her annual evaluation that she found out her bosses didn’t 
think that was enough. “They told me I hadn’t worked enough over- 
time to deserve a bonus,” she says. She was nervous about Sheridan’s 
offer but decided at least to give it a try. She brought her four-month- 
old daughter, Maggie, to work and put her in a bassinet near her desk. 
No one quite knew what to make of the arrangement at first. But then 
people began to fight for the chance to hold Maggie while they were 
working. They noticed that visiting customers were on their best 
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behavior. Sheridan even took client calls with the baby in his lap. Maggie 
was the first “Menlo baby.” Greg and Katelyn Haskins’s baby is now the 
eighth. “Frankly,” Lisamarie Babik leans over to say, “having babies in 
the room makes people nicer.” 

The raucous boys are in “Menlo summer camp.” When Kristi Trader 
and her husband, who live an hour away, couldn't swing an early after- 
noon camp pickup for their two sons, Sheridan says it wasn’t much of 
a stretch to tell her to bring them in with her as well. 

By 6:30 Friday evening, Tracy Beeson has ridden her bike home, 
helped her husband make a quick dinner, and seen her son and husband 
off to a Little League game. We sit on the front porch of their Arts and 
Crafts bungalow in their tree-lined neighborhood sipping lemonade. 
Maggie, the first Menlo baby, is now five. She wears a blue-and-green 
helmet and, tongue out in concentration, rides a little red bike up and 
down the sidewalk in front of the house. Beeson talks about how much 
she loves her work. That day, she'd been developing software to help a 
company better fit artificial limbs to the contours of the human body. 
She says her boss and coworkers are like family. Menlo, she says, is 
truly a joyful place. She no longer works impossible hours. She also no 
longer misses out on watching her children grow. With Charlie, she 
missed so much. “It feels like Menlo is the only place I’ve ever worked 
where it’s okay to be human,” she says. 

“Mommy!” Maggie calls out excitedly. “Mommy! Mommy! Watch 
me!” The little girl teeters on the training wheels of the bike. “Do you 
see?” the girl calls out excitedly. 

“I see you!” Beeson calls back, smiling. “I’m right here.” 


As I searched for bright spots, where workplaces are changing, the 
ideal worker norm being overthrown and people climbing out of the 
overwhelm to live saner lives at work, love, and play, I was heartened to 
find that there are actually a lot of bright spots out there. Their num- 
bers are growing. And each one is different, designing systems that 
work for their industries, their people, and their cultures. Some com- 
panies are running bold experiments, like Menlo. Others are doing the 
hard work of reinventing themselves. Some, like Menlo, expect people 
in the office but put strict boundaries on their time there. Others exist 
virtually, bounded neither by time nor space. Some workplaces are 
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motivated to change after seeing a flood of talented women leave when 
they start families. Others want to get the most out of highly motivated 
workers to create what Daniel Pink, author of Drive, calls motivation 
3.0, built on autonomy, mastery, and purpose. 

The way forward is not coming from on high, as people once thought, 
through government or corporate policy or legislation. The ground is 
shaking. But it’s not just harried working mothers who are crying in 
the wilderness for bread and roses, for time for life. It’s the millennials, 
the roughly eighty million Americans between the ages of eighteen 
and thirty-five coming into the workforce. Not only does this genera- 
tion expect time to both work and live well, they’re willing to take their 
skills and walk or start their own ventures if they don’t get it. And who 
knows how pressures like a changing global economy, technology, an 
aging workforce, climate change, extreme weather, and public health 
scares will reshape work? When hurricanes, snowstorms, flu outbreaks, 
and freak weather shut down the federal government and local busi- 
nesses, the work goes on at the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office in 
Alexandria, Virginia. Two-thirds of the eleven thousand employees 
work remotely at least one day a week, Danette Campbell, who directs 
the telework program, told me. Remote workers examine 3.5 more pat- 
ents than their colleagues who work in the office, PTO studies have 
found, and they save taxpayers $22 million in avoided real estate and 
office costs every year. The attrition rate is lower because workers are 
happier. Roads aren’t clogged because workers don’t have to commute. 
And work goes on despite the weather.’ 

Alison Maitland, a British journalist and author of Future Work, 
predicts a coming revolution in work on par with the wholesale trans- 
formation that swept people off country farms and deposited them in 
urban factories in the industrial age. “If work can be done anytime, 
anywhere, and it’s no longer tied to putting in long hours of face time 
at set times at an office, rush hour disappears!” she told me. 

The brightest spots have some key ingredients in common: They 
bore deeply into their work cultures and, like Menlo, change their very 
DNA. The transformation is thoughtful, deliberate, and embraced from 
top to bottom. The best workplaces recognize that working in a new 
way requires learning new skills and not assuming people automati- 
cally just know how to work with flexibility. Employees are trained 
to understand their own work style: Do they do their best work with 
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distinct boundaries separating work and home? Are they adept at inte- 
grating the two? Managers are trained to measure performance, not 
hours. The mission of the company and the scope and quality of work 
expected from each employee are clearly defined and communicated— 
none of the we’ll-know-it-when-we-see-it ambiguity that, organizational 
psychologists have found, is the biggest workplace stressor.’ The clarity 
of purpose helps people better answer the three questions that drive so 
much of the unending overwhelm: 


e How much is enough? 
e When is it good enough? 
¢ How will I know? 


Change is hard. Our very human nature pulls us back to the status 
quo, not because it’s better, but because it’s familiar. However, I learned 
a few things about change as I visited bright spots: The unspoken cul- 
ture we operate in trumps any policy on the books or nice speech by 
the boss. We create that culture by the stories we tell ourselves. And 
change gets a little easier when it’s visible. When we see that some- 
body’s out there doing things differently, we begin to think that maybe 
we can, too. We start finding others like us and build networks to create 
our own bright spot in the darkness. 

So that’s what I’m going to do now. Shine a light on some bright 
spots. Change the narrative. And see what happens. 


Millennials Rising 


Leslie Zaikis sounded like a lot of the risk-taking millennials I spoke 
with who want to live a life of passion. She left the grinding hours of 
corporate America to become one of the first employees at the start-up 
Levo League in New York, a millennial networking site for women. She 
sets her own work hours, with the proviso that she'll get high-quality 
work in on time. The morning we spoke, she got to the office at 11 a.m. 
after taking time to train for a half marathon. She planned to work 
later in the evening to finish a project. She sent me surveys showing 
that millennials would rather be unemployed than stay in a job they 
hate, that they expect to change jobs often and to work in more col- 
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laborative, democratic workplaces, not the command-and-control 
totalitarian regimes of the ideal worker. 

Accenture, a global management consulting firm, has found that 
both men and women millennials have no plans to work themselves 
into the ground and to the nether edge of their fertility, like older gen- 
erations. And millennials want to have it all. Increasing numbers of 
both young men and women say that time for both career and family is 
important. 

“People in my generation are really pushing back,” Zaikis said. 
“We're already starting to see a shift on campuses, where the prestige 
of working for some big corporation with a big recruiting budget is 
no longer seen as worth it compared to the flexibility and the ‘cool’ factor 
of working for some of the newer organizations.” 


Technology Is Cool 


When I spoke to Teresa Dove, a teacher with a Ph.D. in math, she’d 
recently won a prestigious Teacher of the Year award for her work in 
Florida. Yet Dove lives in rural Tazwell, Virginia, in the Appalachian 
mountains. She is part of a rapidly growing movement of online vir- 
tual schooling that is using innovative software, interactive whiteboards, 
videoconferencing, and one-on-one tutoring on the phone, by video 
conference, and by e-mail to expand the notion of what it means to get a 
good education. Because she wanted both to live in the rural town where 
she grew up and teach sophisticated, high-level math, Dove used to be on 
the road four hours a day driving to and from a school district several 
counties away. Now, working virtually at home, she has time to do good 
work and have quality time with her children, family, and community. 
The morning we spoke on the phone, she’d just returned from deco- 
rating her son’s preschool classroom for an end-of-the-year celebra- 
tion. “If I worked in a traditional school, I never would have been able 
to go unless I took a sick or vacation day,” she said. Instead, she simply 
rearranged her work hours. “I feel so fortunate. I can go in and spend 
time with my son—this is the biggest part of his life right now. And I 
can chunk my time somewhere else and still support my students and 
get my grading done on time.” As we spoke, she was hanging out at the 
park with her two children, taking a short break from grading. I sat in 
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a doctor's exam room with a forest of acupuncture needles spiking out 
of a bum knee, both of us proving that, indeed, good work can be done 
just about anywhere, anytime, and virtually in any manner. 


The Power of Why Not? 


While some places are creating new cultures from scratch, others are 
seeking to remake existing workplaces, which is trickier. Ernst & Young, 
a financial services company, initially offered flexible schedules to pro- 
mote saner living in the 1980s. But those schedules were widely seen as 
off-limits for anyone but moms, which only fostered resentment. Work- 
ing mothers worried they were being sidelined. Others groused they 
had to work longer hours to pick up the slack. “It didn’t feel fair,” 
Maryella Gockel told me. Gockel, now the company’s flexibility strat- 
egy leader, was one of the first Ernst & Young employees to work a flex- 
ible schedule in the New Jersey office when she adopted her first child 
twenty-five years ago. That flexibility, she said, was largely due to the 
vision of her boss at the time. “He would leave the office at 3 p.m. to 
take a walk on the beach and always come back with great ideas,” she 
said. “His firm belief was that you could take your brain anywhere, so 
you could work anywhere.” 

It wasn't until leaders saw the drain of talented young women leav- 
ing that the company decided to make a systemic change. What drove 
them, Gockel said, was discovering that the women who left weren't stay- 
ing home with their children, as everyone assumed. They were still work- 
ing, just in workplaces with more give. “So we changed,” writes Ernst & 
Young CEO James Turley in the foreword to Future Work. Turley him- 
self used to shift his schedule around to take his toddler to Gymboree 
every week. “If people wanted to work different schedules, we stopped 
asking them, ‘Why?’ and started asking their managers, ‘Why not?” 


Rewire the Culture 
Hannah Valantine, senior associate dean and professor of cardiovascu- 


lar medicine at Stanford University Medical School, knew the workplace 
culture in academic medicine had to change. Despite generous family- 
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friendly policies, few women held leadership positions and, after ten 
years, close to half of all women doctors, as well as more than one- 
third of the men, were gone. When she didn’t know how to change, 
she called a design strategy firm. 

Jump Associates sent videographers and ethnographic researchers 
to observe a day in the life of several doctors. They discovered the fam- 
ily policies actually violated the core beliefs of the culture: Success 
comes only from working 24/7 and ascending a very narrow career 
ladder. Now Stanford is seeking to “rewire” those beliefs by changing 
the narrative of success. They have ambitious plans to remake their 
culture, to provide career counseling and multiple paths to success at 
various speeds. And they’re starting by showcasing a different kind of 
role model, in prominent displays along corridors and on the univer- 
sity website, focusing on those who have achieved excellence at work 
and have a rich life outside of it. People like Hannah Valantine her- 
self, said Jump cofounder Udaya Patnaik. “She grew up in Gambia, 
got her medical education in the U.K., came to Stanford to stay for a 
year twenty-four years ago, and now is a stunningly accomplished 
heart transplant surgeon,’ an African American woman in the most 
testosterone-fueled, chauvinistic medical field you could possibly think 
of. And she’s a mother of two beautiful girls. Her husband is also in the 
medical field. It took a lot of effort and she didn’t always get it right. 
But she has elegantly found a way to live and work. If you were a young 
doctor, stories like Hannah’s are an inspiration, that, “Wow, Hannah 
did that. I could, too” You need that sense of hope.” Valantine is now 
the National Institutes of Health’s first chief officer for scientific work- 
force diversity. 

The designers also came up with a host of what they call Practical 
Home Rewards to help ease the time squeeze for everyone. Valantine 
arranged to put Zipcars on campus so faculty can more easily get on 
and off the notoriously overparked campus in the middle of the day for 
a preschool play or parent-teacher conference. Faculty can now bank 
the unpaid time they serve on university committees and trade it in for 
ready-made organic meals or services like yard work, elder care, or 
housecleaning. “We decided to include the housework benefit,” Valan- 
tine said, “because when [molecular biologist] Carol Greider got the 
news that she’d won the Nobel Prize in Medicine, she was doing the 
laundry.”® 
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Flexible Work Works 


Anthony Curcio, a principal at fast-growing Summit Consulting, a data 
analytics firm in Washington, has employees who work part-time, flex- 
ible hours, and remotely—even from several states away. He himself 
blocks off time on his calendar to have lunch with his son at his elemen- 
tary school and takes his daughter to violin lessons every Friday. 

“Sometimes I read these stories about companies cutting back on 
flexible work and I feel like I’m on another planet,” he said. “From my 
perspective, I tend to think of them as poor profit maximizers and 
poor managers. Securing top talent is the coin of the realm. When 
someone comes to me and says, Tve got all these skills and, by the 
way, I want to work from home one day a week, my response is, ‘Is 
that all?” 

The Cambridge Innovation Center in Massachusetts, the largest 
flexible office facility in the Boston area, houses more than four hun- 
dred start-ups, small business, and high-tech firms. People traipse in 
and out at no set time and sometimes don’t come in at all. No one has 
office hours. No one has offices, even. People who want time to concen- 
trate can work in quiet “huddle” areas. And people who want to share 
ideas, be inspired, or inspire others work in open areas with people 
from other disciplines, the free-flowing exchange sounding like the 
hash of conversations in the college commons with people from differ- 
ent backgrounds and with different majors. “What were doing is time 
shifting,” Innovation Center founder and CEO Tim Rowe told me. 
“This is all about what you produce, not some manager managing your 
life. And that’s very freeing.” And not just for work. When we talked, 
Rowe had worked late the previous evening when he was seized with 
an inspiration. He was time shifting this afternoon so he could take his 
son to a museum. 


Take a Break 


Google, 3M, and other innovative companies give their employees 
20 percent of their work time to noodle around and work on whatever 
project intrigues them. At Google, that’s when workers have come up 
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with some of the best ideas, including Gmail, Google News, and Google 
Translate.? 

Alison Gregory, a mother of three who works three days a week for 
IBM in London, says the company has embraced both the power of 
time shifting—giving employees more control and predictability over 
their work—as well as the effectiveness of taking breaks. “A very wise 
client once told me, ‘I pay you for three days, but you'll be thinking and 
solving problems all five.” And that’s true. Something will pop into my 
head in the bath, ‘Oh! How about this!’ and I'll write it down and use it 
later. I’m a great believer in taking breaks.” 

The motto of Yvon Chouinard, founder of the famously flexible Pata- 
gonia, is “Let my people go surfing.” At the company’s headquarters in 
Ventura, California, workers grab their surfboards, stored on site, and 
hit the beach when the waves are just decent even for an hour or so, one 
worker told me. L. L. Bean gives workers between three to five paid “out- 
door experience days” a year so, like at Patagonia, workers can better re- 
late to their customers, clear their heads, and come back to work fresher. 

Hillary Harding, one of the few working mothers in the outdoor 
industry, takes Chouinard’s motto to heart. I met up with her one day 
while she “worked”—taking her weekly hike up Green Mountain out- 
side Denver. She has always done her best thinking outside, she ex- 
plains, with skis, hiking boots, or snowshoes on. “I usually ponder one 
question as I climb,” she said. “I find I can think more strategically, 
rather than just be stuck in the play-by-play. I have time and space to 
just let my brain go.” As we neared the summit, Harding said she 
needed the hike that day to prepare for a big strategy session with a 
colleague the next day. They would meet outside. While rock climbing. 


Dumping the Ideal Worker Is Good for Your Health 


Working in an ideal worker workplace that doesn’t understand you 
have a life leads to spikes in the hormone cortisol, according to research 
from a massive $30 million study on work environments, chronic 
stress, and health by the National Institutes of Health. And not just for 
you. David Almeida and his colleagues at Penn State took saliva sam- 
ples from hotel workers and their families and found that cortisol acts 
like a “contagion” and spreads to a stressed-out worker's spouse and 
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even his or her children. Too much cortisol can lead to a weakened 
immune system, anxiety, depression, obesity, and cardiovascular dis- 
ease. “That’s why we're targeting businesses and trying to convince 
them that changing work culture is a smart thing to do,” Almeida 
told me. 

NIH researchers have also found that people who work for ideal 
worker managers sleep less than those who have open and flexible 
managers, and are more likely to be at risk for cardiovascular disease.” 

What to do? Train the managers. Organizational psychologists Leslie 
Hammer and Ellen Ernst Kossek created a training program for the 
NIH project to teach managers at Midwestern grocery stores how to 
create a “family-supportive” culture. They found that employees began 
to sleep better, their blood pressure and heart rates came down, they 
were healthier physically and psychologically, and they were happier 
at work. “Managers are the linchpins to change,” Hammer told me. 
“They are the ones who really need to get it.” 


Sludge Eradication 


NIH researchers also compared workers at Best Buy’s corporate head- 
quarters who worked in an ideal worker corporate culture with those 
who were part of the company’s new Results Only Work Environment 
program, or ROWE, designed to give employees radical independence 
over when, where, and how they worked, as long as they produced 
quality results on time. Sociologists Erin Kelly and Phyllis Moen found 
that ROWE workers were healthier, felt less stress and anxiety, slept 
better, had more energy, and reported being more loyal to the company 
than employees who worked in what Moen calls the “time cages” of 
traditional workplaces. ROWE workers reported feeling something 
that eludes most of us caught in the overwhelm: They said they had 
enough time in the day to do everything they needed and wanted to 
at work and in their lives. Researchers call this elusive state “time 
adequacy.” 

How to break open the time cage? Sludge eradication. “Sludge is 
judging other people for how they spend their time,” Jody Thompson, 
one of the pioneers of ROWE and coauthor of Why Work Sucks, told 
me. “When someone says, ‘Where are you going? It’s 3 p.m., what 
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they're really saying is, “Why do you get to leave early and go flouncing 
off? You're supposed to be here until 5, like me. ” But in a ROWE, 
results and performance matter. Not time. So Thompson, formerly of 
Best Buy, who now runs a ROWE training company called CultureRx, 
teaches people to use five magic words: “Is there something you need?” 
“Here's the beauty of the statement: If I need something from you, 
I need to just ask you for it. That is respectful and human,” she ex- 
plained. “If I don’t need anything from you, I’m a big fat sludger and I 
need to shut up. I’m not the keeper of you. We're all here to do a job. 
ROWE is about the work. Not where you were at 8 in the morning.” 


Who Says There’s No Flexibility in a Blue-Collar World? 


More than half of the employees are paid by the hour at Hypertherm, 
a New Hampshire company that designs and manufactures sophisti- 
cated metal-cutting systems for shipbuilding, manufacturing, and auto 
repair. In addition to a culture that allows for informal flexibility for 
workers to get to doctors’ appointments or school visits, the company’s 
Flex-Friendly policy gives each employee the right to request a formal 
alternate work schedule—just like workers are allowed to do by law in 
the United Kingdom and other countries—and even provides a ready- 
made template to make it easy for employees to do so. 

Software that finally is sophisticated enough to protect financial 
transactions through encryption, even when conducted on home com- 
puters, has enabled companies like TeleTech to “homeshore” call cen- 
ter jobs that had been going overseas and bring them into American 
homes. Now the company has more than five thousand employees who 
work out of their houses, called “at-home associates,” many of them 
military spouses, mothers reentering the workforce, and seniors, all of 
whom set their own hours. “We offer a true alternative to people who 
don’t have the ability to get in a car and drive to a fixed location every 
day,” CEO Judi Hand told me.” 

Internal surveys at BDO Financial Services found that a majority of 
employees felt conflicted between their work and home demands, and 
that those feeling the most stress, interestingly, were not mothers, as 
everyone assumed, but fathers and employees with no children. BDO 
adopted a company-wide flexibility policy that allows both day-to-day 


138 OVERWHELMED 


informal flexibility as well as the opportunity to craft a more formal 
plan. All workers are eligible. One group of administrative assistants 
created their own team and began rotating four-day workweeks."" 

At Georgia’s WellStar Health System, instead of being assigned 
twelve-hour shifts, employees now go online and pick the hours they 
want to work for the next month. “Our nurses love to be able to sit at 
horne in their fuzzy slippers with their calendars and think, ‘Okay, I 
have a teacher conference the third Thursday in June, so I’m not going 
to schedule work on that day, ” said Karen Mathews, director of Work- 
Life Services. “Others want to homeschool their children, so they can 
schedule to go in in the afternoon and work later. If you can produce 
the same or better results with a different schedule, we are now open to 
entertain any option.” 

WellStar’s philosophy of giving workers more control has filtered 
all the way down to the laundry room, where the largely Hispanic and 
deeply devout employees were unhappy about working on Sundays 
instead of being at church. So the workers came up with a plan to build 
up enough inventory of clean sheets and towels throughout the week 
that they could take Sunday off and still have the same amount of fresh 
laundry ready to go on Monday morning. “They are ecstatic about that,” 
Mathews said. 


It’s the Performance, Not the Hours, Stupid 


In 1914, Henry Ford, the politically conservative paragon of capital- 
ism, cut work hours on his assembly line to no more than eight hours a 
day. Fellow captains of industry at the National Manufacturing Asso- 
ciation screamed in protest. Factory workers in the United States and 
in the U.K. worked as many as sixty to seventy hours a week at the 
time. But Ford drew on in-house research that found that after eight 
hours of work, the typical manual laborer was spent—working less 
efficiently and making costly mistakes. When Ford cut hours, errors 
went down, efficiency, productivity, and employee satisfaction went up, 
as did the company’s profits. He shuttered factories on Saturdays in 
1926 for the same reason, and the forty-hour workweek, enshrined in 
federal law since 1938, was born. 
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But times and work have changed. Unlike manual laborers, knowl- 
edge workers have about six good hours of hard mental labor a day, 
futurist Sara Robinson found in a review of research on work and work 
hours. Work late for too long, she wrote, and “people get dull and stu- 
pid... They make mistakes that they’d never make if they were rested; 
and fixing those mistakes takes longer because they're fried.” A study 
of medical interns found that those on long shifts made 36 percent 
more potentially serious errors than those who worked shorter shifts." 
Research by the Business Roundtable in the 1980s found that com- 
panies can get short-term gains by pushing employees to work sixty or 
seventy hours a week, Robinson reports. But after two weeks at that 
pace, workers were not just fried—they were crispy. Microsoft, like 
most other high-tech firms, has a “churn ‘em and burn ’em” long work 
hours culture. (Apple once made T-shirts for employees proclaiming 
90 HRS/WK AND LOVING IT!) But in a 2005 survey, Microsoft employees 
reported that in a 45-hour workweek, they put in only 28 productive 
hours. That’s 5.6 hours a day.” 


Change is hard, so there are dark spots in these bright spots. In addi- 
tion to Menlo’s empowered full-time employers, the company hires 
temporary contract workers without benefits. Ernst & Young’s Gockel 
said the company is nowhere near its target of 100 percent flexibility 
and equal numbers of men and women partners. In August 2012, Best 
Buy hired a new CEO, Hubert Joly. The following March, he put an end 
to ROWE, calling it “fundamentally flawed.” Instead, he wanted all 
employees “all hands on deck,” in the office."* 

Women-owned businesses are among the fastest-growing sectors 
of the economy, expanding at twice the rate of businesses owned by 
men.!? Some of those businesses are run by women like Jennifer 
Folsom, who, tired of being passed over for promotions in corporate 
America because her male bosses didn’t think she could handle her 
work and her “family responsibilities,” started her own recruiting firm 
to find jobs for people like her: dedicated workers who want to work in 
a flexible way. But women-owned businesses are smaller, and they 
receive only 10 percent of venture-capital money.” Many are derided 
as the pet project of a “mompreneur” who, say, makes quilts in the 
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basement while her kids nap. Time-use studies have also found that 
women entrepreneurs who work at home are still caught in the double 
bind, doing more housework and child care than men who work at 
home.” 

Sometimes good ideas, poorly executed, go wrong. The newly 
minted Yahoo! CEO Marissa Mayer banned telework at the struggling 
Internet company, frustrated that it was a sloppy program. No one 
measured performance. No one had any idea what anyone was doing. 
The company felt disconnected and adrift.” 

Companies like Google and Apple encourage time in the office to 
increase interaction and the chance encounters that can lead to inno- 
vation and breakthroughs.” But such environments can also be noisy, 
distracting, and a waste of time. Independent telework can give work- 
ers the uninterrupted time to concentrate on bringing a creative idea 
to life. Or unsupervised employees can spend their time farting around. 

The key is defining the mission, then deliberately crafting the 
motivation 3.0 work environment to best accomplish it and establish- 
ing metrics to measure success and feedback loops to course-correct. 


Nicole Nehama Auerbach toiled for fifteen years for a major U.S. law 
firm in Chicago, the kind of traditional practice known as Big Law. She 
otten worked in the office late into the night and on weekends to meet 
the firm’s minimum requirement to bill clients for about 2,000 hours 
of work each year. But, as anyone laboring under the tyranny of the 
“billable hour” culture knows, in order to bill a client for 2,000, you're 
really working closer to 3,000, if not more. 

As she began to start having children, Auerbach became more effi- 
cient with her time. She worked faster and better. This would have been 
rewarded in many other businesses, but, as with other billable hour 
employers, it wasn’t at her firm. “Since the firm’s revenue was driven by 
billable hours, working more efficiently was simply not as lucrative for 
the firm,” she explained. “Colleagues could take three times as long as 
I did writing briefs. They may have even lost cases, where I had won 
mine. And yet they were more valuable to the law firm because they 
billed more hours. I thought: This is crazy.” 

So Auerbach and three other refugees from Big Law decided to ex- 
periment, and started a new kind of litigation law firm, Valorem Law 
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Group, from the Latin for “value.” Instead of billing by the hour, they 
use fixed and alternative fee arrangements. Instead of logging long 
hours of face time in the office, lawyers can set their own schedules and 
work wherever they feel they’Il be most productive. One works virtually 
from Los Angeles. Another from Minnesota. The work culture rewards 
creativity, collaboration, efficiency, and getting good results. And it gives 
lawyers more control over their work, and more predictability, so they 
have room for their lives. Auerbach has made it, without the guilt, to 
more of her sons’ school and sporting events, and the kid activities, like 
the Halloween parade, that are often scheduled at the work-unfriendly 
hour of 2 or 3 p.m. At the same time, Valorem, which opened in 2008 
just as the economy tanked, has been steadily growing. It now counts 
among its clients major companies like 3M (the global manufacturing 
company that brought the world Post-It notes, among other products), 
DSW (the shoe store chain), and the online travel site Kayak. Auerbach 
has been named one of Illinois’ top fifty women lawyers. “It’s a much 
easier way to practice law,” she said, “and, quite frankly, to live.” 

Taking trips, vacation, and time off is celebrated, said Patrick Lamb, 
another Valorem cofounder, rather than frowned upon, as he experi- 
enced in his eighteen years at a traditional law firm. “We want people 
to have passions, because it makes them better and more interesting,” 
he said. “The more you've rounded out your personality, the better you 
are at serving your clients, being able to engage them and recognize 
what’s important to them. We want people to work hard. But when you 
have your epitaph written, the fact that you were a good lawyer may be 
the last entry. It shouldn't be the first.” 

Valorem is one of a handful of law firms pioneering what Lamb 
calls a “New Normal.” These firms want not only to blow up the billable 
hour and revolutionize the way law is practiced, but to bring sanity 
back to the lives of lawyers. There’s Virtual Law Partners and LegalForce 
in Silicon Valley. Flex by Fenwick, Rimon, which bills itself as “evolved,” 
and Paragon in the Bay Area. Montage Legal in Irvine. Applegate & 
Thorne-Thomsen and Bartlitt Beck in Chicago (Bartlitt Beck also has 
offices in Denver). Axiom—which has thirteen law offices and five cen- 
ters of excellence across three continents—and Vista Law, with offices 
in Washington, D.C., London, Paris, and Madrid. Hive Legal in Austra- 
lia, and others, are all, to varying degrees, experimenting with a New 
Normal. 
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It wasn’t until Peter Lando became a father later in life that he be- 
gan to question the billable hour culture that ate up so much of his 
time. So when he started his own New Normal intellectual property 
law firm in Cambridge, he cut expenses and cut fees charged to clients 
so he could also cut the hours attorneys work. His firm, where half the 
partners are women, has been named one of the top seven boutique 
intellectual property law firms in the nation. At the same time, Lando 
has been able to spend time with his children and family. For nearly 
two years, he worked from home every other day to care for his dying 
father. “It’s a much more fulfilling way to live.” 

The legal profession can be brutal. Lawyers are, on average, the 
highest paid of all professions. But they also suffer from depression at 
three times the rate of other workers. They have the highest suicide 
rate, and one in five suffer from alcoholism or substance abuse. Di- 
vorce rates are also higher tor lawyers than for other professions, espe- 
cially among women, For women, practicing law can be especially 
punishing. An estimated 41 percent of female attorneys report being 
unhappy with their jobs.™* Women make up only 17 percent of all eq- 
uity partners, where the big bucks are, and earn about 89 percent of 
what male partners do.” And fifteen years after graduating from law 
school, one-fourth of female lawyers with children are simply gone.”° 

Ben Lieber, a former engineer, consultant, and tax attorney, saw tal- 
ented women leaving the legal profession in droves and decided to capi- 
talize on it. “It seemed so inefficient,” he said. “Such a waste of talent.” So 
in 2011, he founded the Potomac Law Group in Washington, D.C., an- 
other “New Normal” firm of lawyers who are willing to trade in the long 
hours and big money of traditional law for reduced and flexible hours 
and, relatively speaking, lower pay. (Though nowhere near the million- 
plus mark that partners in big law firms can make, some Potomac Law 
lawyers earn more than $300,000 a year. And that’s working part-time 
and flexible schedules.) Though Lieber initially thought he'd be hiring 
mothers trying to juggle work and family, the growing firm now has a 
60-40 ratio of women to men. “Turns out, there are a lot of men who 
value flexibility, too,” he said. Including Lieber. On the day we spoke on 
the phone, he was driving the carpool to his daughter’s soccer practice. 

Catherine Guttman-McCabe, a Harvard Law graduate who spe- 
cializes in education law, is one of the latest attorneys to join the Po- 
tomac Law Group. Guttman-McCabe previously worked for perhaps 
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one of the most revolutionary of the New Normal law firms, called 
Clearspire, until the firm closed in the summer of 2014. 

What made Clearspire so different was that it billed clients an up- 
front fixed fee based on the job, like a construction company. Lawyers 
set their own hours, worked from wired home offices and logged into a 
$5 million, cutting-edge cloud computer environment called Coral. 
Coral was designed using some of the latest research on how to build 
meaningful communities on the web and functioned much like a coral 
reef in the ocean, as the nerve center and sustaining force for the firm. 
As Guttman-McCabe worked, a little hourglass filled with shifting red 
sand on the right-hand side of her computer screen tracked the time 
she estimated she’d take on a project and how much she’d used up. 
Like Facebook, Guttman-McCabe could see other Clearspire lawyers’ 
photos on her screen, organized along virtual “hallways” by the type of 
law they practiced, and whether they were on the phone, in meetings, 
or available. She connected with them through Coral on instant mes- 
sage or web conference and collaborated on matters shared in Google 
docs—documents her clients could also access. 

I spent an afternoon with Guttman-McCabe as she worked in her 
Clearspire “office” in her upscale bungalow in Arlington, Virginia. 
Shortly before 3 p.m. she pushed a button in Coral to show she was 
unavailable, then walked up the street to meet her daughter's school 
bus. Her daughter flew into her arms and chattered happily all the way 
home about her word study test and her math homework and what her 
friends talked about at lunch. The babysitter brought her other daugh- 
ter home and she shared a snack of mangoes with her girls. They scam- 
pered off to do their homework, and Guttman-McCabe returned to 
work. The break had taken a total of only twenty minutes, the equiva- 
lent of a trip to the office kitchen area, a smoke break, or a coffee run. 
Yet it made Guttman-McCabe feel whole. “Authentic,” is how she de- 
scribed it. Once she started working for Clearspire, she began sleeping 
more, joined a book club with friends, read legal briefs outside by her 
koi pond, and even worked remotely for a month while she spent time 
with her family in Italy. When the Clearspire law firm closed, she 
couldn’t imagine living and working in any other way, and sought out 
another New Normal firm. “For many of us, Clearspire transformed 
the practice of law,” she said. “And at the Potomac Law Group, all of 
the things that made Clearspire work for me are still completely true.” 
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The story of why the Clearspire law firm closed had nothing to do 
with its innovative technology and the flexible way its lawyers worked, 
and everything to do with its unique business plan. In traditional law 
firms, partners bring in business through long established networks of 
friends, law school classmates, and colleagues. But Clearspire split the 
firm in two. MBAs ran the legal services business side and were respon- 
sible for bringing in the business. The idea was that this would free up 
the lawyers from time-consuming rainmaking so they could focus on 
what they do best: practicing law. It sounded good in theory. But the 
MBAs wanted to target only Fortune 500 firms. And they could never 
quite break into those often-cozy established legal networks. 

When the tounders decided to close the law firm, Eyal Iffergan, the 
business and technology consultant who developed Coral, stepped up 
to buy the legal services side of it. He plans to relaunch the company, 
not as a single U.S. law firm, but as an international legal services com- 
pany, making Coral and the possibility of flexible, virtual work avail- 
able to law firms around the world. It’s an idea born out of the near 
constant inquires about Coral he’d been getting for years. “Clearspire 
had the vision to provide people with a better balance in their lives, to 
eschew the rat race. We proved that worked,” he told me. And by offer- 
ing that same vision globally, “we'll be able to create some very real 
disruption in the legal profession.” 

Melvin White discovered his life when he joined Clearspire. Like 
Patrick Lamb, White had been a senior trial attorney in Big Law for 
eighteen years. He had expertise in white-collar crime, intellectual 
property, and antitrust cases, was a former president of the D.C. Bar 
and had been named one of Washington, D.C.’s “Super Lawyers.” After 
a career of nonstop work, at Clearspire, White started his day with 
yoga and meditation. At the end of the day, he had time to go to dinner 
with friends, connect with his extended family, do pro bono work, 
serve on community boards, volunteer, and mentor others. He actually 
got to know his neighbors. People marveled at how much calmer he 
seemed. Even as the work he was doing was quite similar. “Single peo- 
ple want lives, too,” White told me. Once the Clearspire law firm closed 
and he prepared to move on, White said he could never return to what 
he called the “dehumanizing” billable hour culture of Big Law. There 
was only one way forward, he said: The New Normal. 


When Robert M. Gates asked Michéle Flournoy to become his under 
secretary of defense for policy in 2009—the first woman ever to serve 
in the number-three spot in the Office of the Secretary of Defense—she 
had a candid discussion with him about time. Flournoy, a graduate of 
Harvard and Oxford, had been a confirmed workaholic in the days 
before she had kids. And she well knew the Pentagon proudly wore its 
culture of total work devotion like the colorful ribbons arrayed on 
a general’s chest. In “the Building,” you work long hours. You work in 
the office where everyone can see you. You travel at the drop of a hat. 
You don’t see your family? Tough. No one else does, either. You feel 
burned out? Pain, as the Marines like to say, is weakness leaving the 
body. Suck it up. 

Flournoy proposed something different. “In my interview, I said, 
‘Tm the mom of three school-age children. I will work my ass off for 
you and do my best. But I need flexibility,” she told me when we met 
one morning for breakfast. “‘And more nights than not, I need to be 
home to see them before they go to bed. I need touchstone time with 
them? ” 

Not one to boast, Flournoy, fifty-one, tall, thin, and athletic from 
her years of rowing in college, her wavy brunette hair pulled into a 
ponytail, and dressed in an understated sweater set, doesn’t mention 
that this job is considered the “brains” of the Pentagon. The under 
secretary of defense for policy is responsible for strategic thinking, for 
anticipating threats and the nature of future conflicts—both conven- 
tional and counterinsurgencies—and the military strength that will be 
required to meet them. Flournoy’s predecessor, Douglas J. Feith, was a 
high-profile architect of the U.S. invasion of Iraq. In other words, this 
position is a big deal. And Flournoy was telling Gates she wanted to be 
home for story time. 

Gates said, “Absolutely.” 

Gates made sure Flournoy had secure systems set up in her home so 
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she would be able to do everything there that she could in what she 
called the “aquarium”—the secure office where she worked in the 
Pentagon. Most nights, Flournoy went back to work—at home—after 
getting the kids to bed. Gates himself was disciplined about his time, 
others at the Pentagon told me, and often tried to leave by 6 p.m. to 
send the message to others to go home and have a life. Flournoy paid 
for a car and a driver so she could work on her way to and from home. 
Flournoy said she made a point of checking with each child about 
when her presence was most important. Then she was disciplined 
about her time at work, set clear boundaries when she could, and made 
sure that her children had predictable mom time that they could rely 
on. “The fact that I felt so supported by him made me think, ‘How can 
I turn around and support my staff?’” 

Flournoy soon realized that political appointees like herself come 
in and, understandably, want to make the biggest impact in the short- 
est amount of time. In the process, they work to death the military and 
civilian workers who were there before and will stay long after the 
political appointees leave. Not only do people’s personal lives suffer, 
but the work suffers also. “In policy, your only asset is people,” she 
explained. “I told Gates, “This is the staff to think about the future, 
to anticipate what you don’t have the time to think about. If they’re 
exhausted, spent, and demoralized, they’re not going to be able to do 
the thinking that will really help. ” 

She saw how for so many military personnel, an appointment to the 
Pentagon often came between intensive deployments overseas in com- 
bat zones. “This was supposed to be their downtime,” she said. “If they 
are always working and never seeing their families, that is unaccept- 
able.” She read in business literature that the biggest jumps in perfor- 
mance come not from incremental time management or productivity 
tweaks, but from changing entire work cultures and investing in 
“human capital.” So she began listening to people. She walked around 
to different offices and heard about how out of balance and out of time 
people felt. She was inspired by what technology could do: One senior 
State Department official, a father who insisted on being home for 
dinner, would conference in for evening meetings via secure videolink. 
“I knew we had to do something,” Flournoy said, “but I didn’t know 
how to do it.” 

Flournoy brought in a consulting firm and, starting with the two 
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busiest policy offices in the Pentagon, began not just rewriting policies 
on the books but also rewiring the culture of the workplace by creat- 
ing a top-to-bottom Alternative Work Schedule. She appointed two 
men with young families to spearhead the effort and found that men 
were among the most enthusiastic supporters. “I presented it not as a 
womans issue, but as a morale and staff issue,” she said. “Because this 
has never been just a woman’s issue.” 

For the culture change to work, everyone, including her, partici- 
pated in developing a new Human Capital Strategy that would shift 
mind-sets and work habits. The shift required managers to think more 
about what a good employee looked like. If someone wasn’t in the 
office, coworkers and managers could no longer assume he or she was 
AWOL. Working smarter did not mean working less. It meant working 
differently. Managers were encouraged not to send out e-mails in the 
middle of the night but to schedule them to go out during work hours. 
Perhaps a manager hadn't expected an immediate response at 3 a.m., 
but the junior recipient might worry that the manager did—something 
that Leslie Perlow, Harvard Business School professor and author of 
Sleeping with Your Smartphone, calls part of the merciless “cycle of 
responsiveness” that makes work feel intense, unending, and all- 
consuming. 

Under the new Alternative Work Schedule Flournoy pioneered, 
employees and managers worked together to clarify the expectations, 
goals, and mission of each job. Employees were held accountable for 
getting quality work done by certain deadlines. But they were given 
more control over their schedules, for when, how, and where they met 
those deadlines. That, in turn, helped them plan more predictable 
workloads. With work time more manageable, family time could be 
scheduled in, so people could, without penalty, volunteer in children’s 
classrooms, get to the kindergarten play, take an elderly parent to the 
doctor, train for a triathlon, or just have a life outside the office. In any 
ten-day period, if someone had worked long hours, he or she got a day off. 
Unlike in the past, where one person was assigned responsibility for a 
certain subject, Flournoy asked managers to ensure people could work 
on a variety of portfolios so workloads could be shared and no one 
would be missed or work stopped if he or she was out. Workers were no 
longer seen as more valued if they were the first in and last to leave. 
Instead, performance reviews evaluated output, she explained, not hours 
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put into face time. Flournoy herself set the tone for the new work cul- 
ture, taking a full two-week vacation, to the astonishment and, later, 
gratitude of her staff. She held regular town hall meetings and took 
“pulse” surveys every six weeks to see how the shift was working—or 
wasn't. “Some managers had to be coached; others had to be moved,” 
she said. A time audit found that workers were wasting hours on “stupid 
stuff,” like formatting memos and correcting typos. So she recalibrated 
expectations—memos could come to her in their “lovely imperfection” 
as long as the content was good. “I wanted them to spend their time on 
strategic thinking, not correcting typos,” she said. “Correct them in 
the memo to the Secretary, yes. To me, no.” 

Pretty quickly, the pulse surveys showed that morale was way up. 
And so was the quality of work. “Thinking was sharper,” she said .. . 
“We created an environment where people were better rested and could 
bring a freshness and perspective to their work. Then [Gates] saw it.” 

Flournoy realized that the shift had finally taken hold when a re- 
tired Marine colonel accompanied her to a noon speech. She asked if 
he'd like a ride back to the Pentagon. He respectfully declined. He said 
he'd put in enough time at work that week and was using his Alter- 
native Work Schedule to take his son sledding for the rest of the after- 
noon. “That’s when I knew we'd arrived,” Flournoy told me. “In the 
military culture, if a seasoned officer not only felt okay about going 
sledding with his son in the afternoon, but felt okay enough to an- 
nounce it to his boss’s boss, I thought, “Okay, they’re getting it?” 

Before she left the Pentagon, Flournoy sought to institutionalize the 
Alternative Work Schedule, embedding it in policy’ and performance 
measures so that it would not atrophy. The experience left her con- 
vinced that if the two busiest offices in one of the most demanding 
work environments in the country could successfully shift to make 
time for life, so could everyone else. I would later meet with Dr. Kath- 
leen Hicks, who worked under Flournoy on defense strategy. She said 
that despite the often heavy workload, the new management culture 
made the work more bearable. Hicks, who has three children, said that 
with Flournoy’s leadership loosening the stranglehold of the face-time 
culture and with advances in technology, she was able to be home more 
for dinner and be more present with her family on the weekends. Even 
if she had to carry her BlackBerry around, she said, at least she wasn’t 
in the office. 
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When I met Flournoy for breakfast in the summer of 2012, she had 
just left the Pentagon to “rebalance” her life and be more available to 
her three children under age fifteen. Her own career, she said, has 
always been a fluid “sine curve” of intensity and pullback, though she’s 
never pulled all the way out of the workforce. After taking time with 
her family, Flournoy returned to the board of the Center for a New 
American Security, the influential defense think tank she cofounded, 
advised the Obama campaign, joined a management consulting firm 
as a senior adviser, and became a fellow at Harvard’s Kennedy School. 

The change gives her control and predictability over her schedule in 
a way that her position in the Pentagon could not. “There are still a lot 
of balls in the air, but I get to decide how to manage them,” she said. 
“Tm the parent of a varsity football player, so there are days this fall 
that I have to be helping out at the football concession at 3 p.m. That 
time is already blocked on my calendar. I couldn't have done that with 
the same certainty at the Pentagon.” Flournoy has always trusted that 
she will be able to jump back into the fray after stepping to the side, 
and she always has. Indeed, with her reputation for commonsense 
pragmatism and the principled use of force, she is often mentioned in 
defense circles as a potential secretary of defense. This stepping out, 
she explained, is just another cycle in the undulating arc of her career. 

Why her? I ask. Why was she, like so many wives, the one to pull 
back and not her husband? “The decision was not based on gender.” 
Her husband, Scott Gould, is a naval reservist and was serving as dep- 
uty secretary of the Department of Veterans Affairs. “Either one of us 
stepping back would have been great for the kids. But what drove the 
decision was who could get more done in the last year of the adminis- 
tration’s first term. He was working to cut homelessness and increase 
services for vets—very hands-on important work that affected real 
people. And me? Ask anybody in Washington, in the last nine months 
of any administration, there are not a lot of new policy initiatives. It 
was me who finally said, “The president can afford to lose you less than 
he can afford to lose me? ” 

For as much as the Alternative Work Schedule has changed the 
workplace culture at the Pentagon, at least in the policy shop, Flournoy 
recognizes its limitations. The world is an unpredictable place. Crises 
flare up unexpectedly, and in a job like that, the first duty is always to 
serve the president. “The part that was difficult for me,” she said, “is that 
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the White House and the rest of the world are not on an Alternative 
Work Schedule.” Flournoy came into the Pentagon as the highest-ranking 
woman fully mindful that younger women were counting on her to 
“open doors and blaze a trail for them,” she told The New York Times in 
2009. She left hoping that she showed that the trail doesn’t have to be so 
narrow, that a career doesn't have to travel in a straight line, that while 
work is important, life is bigger. And she leaves behind a legacy of an 
entirely changed work culture in one key corner of the Pentagon, de- 
signed not only to help more women rise to the top but also to ensure 
that everyone has time for what’s important in his or her life. 


PART THREE 


LOVE 


THE STALLED GENDER REVOLUTION 


Over the years, many times I would say to poems, “Go away, I 
don't have time now . . . I did keep the house scrubbed and 
waxed and that sort of thing.” 
—Eleanor Ross Taylor, poet and wife of Peter Taylor, 
the Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist and 
short-story writer 


People are saying that all feminism ever got us was more work. 
—Heidi Hartman 


It is 2 p.m. on Thanksgiving Day. In three hours, eighteen friends will 
arrive for the feast we’ve been hosting for years. In the previous days, 
while I worked full-time, I'd looked for recipes, planned the menu, put 
together a shopping list, and gone to the grocery store three times. I'd 
obsessed on finding a tablecloth and raced around on my lunch breaks 
to find one. I'd hauled folding tables and chairs from a friend’s base- 
ment late one evening. I’d baked pies with all the children who would 
be coming over. I'd stayed up late several nights in a row chopping veg- 
etables and prepping for the elaborate dishes I love to cook and get 
around to only once a year. That morning, I’d made a quick breakfast 
for friends before we all dashed off to run the neighborhood Turkey 
Trot. I am still in my sweaty running clothes. The twenty-pound turkey 
is still pink and raw, waiting to go in the oven. The table is still not set, 
and the kitchen, covered in pots and pans, mounds of vegetables, spilled 
flour, and all manner of foodstuff, looks like a bomb has gone off. 
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Tom strolls over to the refrigerator. I think he’s about to start cook- 
ing the turkey. He pulls out a six-pack of beer. 

“I’m going to go over and help Peter cook his turkey,” he announces. 

I raise an eyebrow. “Peter’s putting his turkey in a smoker. So you're 
going to go and sit on the patio in the sun, drink beer, and watch Peter's 
smoker?” I ask in disbelief. Tom smiles sheepishly. And walks out the 
door. 

I can’t move. 

All week long, I hadn’t complained. I love having friends over and 
I love cooking Thanksgiving dinner. I hadn't nagged for help, because 
after nearly twenty years of marriage, it had never done much good 
and it had gotten really old. I was used to “doing” the holidays, which 
anthropologists say has always been the work of women—the holiday 
planning and “kin work” that keep family ties strong.' And Martha 
Stewart, that cultural icon of domestic perfection, with her intricately 
carved “starburst” pumpkin sconces that look like Tiffany lamps and 
handmade cornhusk dolls to set on the Thanksgiving table, makes sure 
we'll never feel like we’ve done it quite right. 

As I slammed the raw turkey into the oven and scurried around the 
kitchen preparing dinner with, God bless her, the help of my sister 
Claire, who was visiting—just us “womenfolk” in the kitchen—I thought 
back in time. Tom and I had done pretty well dividing chores fairly when 
it was just the two of us. But once we had kids, the scales started tipping, 
and though we'd tried to right them every now and then, usually after 
I'd lost it, I always ended up feeling like I was in charge of everything. 
Forget having it all, it felt like I was doing it all. Even though we both 
worked full-time and earned about the same amount of money. “You 
are NOT the Lion King!” I would occasionally yell, usually after find- 
ing myself scrubbing an oven hood so clogged with grease that the 
smoke alarms wouldn't stop screeching while he watched TV. “You 
don't GET to laze around while I do all the work!” He’d shoot back that 
my standards were too high. “You're just like Marge Simpson. When her 
house was burning down, she found dirty dishes in the sink and stood 
there washing them,” he’d say. “Guys will live in squalor.” 

If you had asked him, on this particular Thanksgiving Day, Tom 
would not have been able to tell you where the kids’ dentist was. I could 
count on one hand the times he’d taken them to the pediatrician. And 
] was the one who reshuffled my schedule and tried to work from home 
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when they were sick or it snowed and school closed. He was supposed 
to do the grocery shopping, but he refused to take a list, and staples 
like toilet paper seemed to make his brain freeze. I always wound up 
running to the store every week anyway to get all the stuff he forgot. 
At one time, he was supposed to do the bills, but when he kept paying 
them so late our credit rating took a hit, I accused him of doing it badly 
on purpose and took the responsibility back (not that I’ve done much 
better). When it was his turn to clean the kitchen, I often had to ask 
him if he thought pots and pans just washed themselves. He did help 
out, but only, it felt, when I asked, which didn’t free up any space in my 
cluttered mind. It had gotten to the point where I didn’t want to feel so 
hostile and resentful all the time, so I had made a weird lopsided bar- 
gain: I would do most of the kid, house, taxes, and drudge stuff. And 
all I asked for in return, I told Tom, was this: “I just want vou to notice, 
and say ‘thank you.’” 

That bargain is a big reason why my life splintered into unsatisfying, 
distracted, and fragmented time confetti. Once, when I complimented 
a coworker on a brilliant story that, to pull off, had required the kind of 
extensive, uninterrupted time I never seemed to have, she looked at me 
with pity. “I feel so sorry for you single moms.” And once, when Tom 
was reporting in Afghanistan for a month, he e-mailed a photo of him- 
self in the dusty nowhere of Forward Operating Base Ramrod outside 
Kandahar. He was sitting in filthy clothes, holding a cup of watery in- 
stant coffee and a laptop outside his “bunk,” a giant metal box like those 
stacked onto container ships. My reaction shocked me: I was jealous. 
Of course I missed him and worried about his safety. But in my world of 
crashing work deadlines, teacher phone calls, late Girl Scout forms, for- 
gotten water bills, kids’ stomachaches, and empty cupboards, all I could 
think was this: Man, all he has to do every day is go to work. 

But today, this Thanksgiving takes the lopsided division of labor in 
our house to a whole new level. As Tom walks out the door, I am both 
livid and, deep in my bones, flattened by a crushing disappointment. 
When we got married, we promised to be partners. But like that frog in 
the science experiment who has the sense to jump out of a pot of boil- 
ing water, but when plopped in tepid water doesn’t notice it gradually 
heating to roiling until he’s cooked, our division of labor had become 
laughably, ridiculously, irrationally, frustratingly unfair. 

How did it get this bad? 
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Honestly, before I stepped away from the spinning top of my life 
and began researching this book, I was simply too busy to think much 
about it. But I always had company. Grousing about how little hus- 
bands do at home is a regular and tiresomely predictable social ex- 
change. “When I work at home, I do all the kid and housework stuff,” 
one friend told me. “When he works at home, he doesn’t even think to.” 
“We get the balance okay, then he'll go through an intense period at 
work, or travel, and I pick up the slack,” said another. “And we never 
seem to recalibrate.” There is a reason that time studies have found that 
married women in the United States still do about 70 to 80 percent of 
the housework, though most of them work for pay, and that once a 
woman has children, her share of housework increases three times as 
much as her husband’s.’ And it’s not because women will wash dishes 
in a burning house and men are Lion King slobs. But it took me more 
than a year of reporting and soul searching to begin to see past my rage 
to understand why, and then figure out what to do about it. And that 
didn’t happen until I met Jessica DeGroot. 

A few weeks after that fateful Thanksgiving, as I researched what 
social scientists call the “stalled gender revolution,” | called Jessica De- 
Groot, who runs the ThirdPath Institute in Philadelphia. For more 
than a decade, DeGroot has worked to help families create something 
entirely new. Not the traditional 1950s “first path” families with one 
breadwinner and one homemaker, which requires an either-or choice 
and, for those who want to do both, lopping off a piece of themselves. 
Not the “neotraditional” “second path” families of dual earners or 
with one breadwinner, usually the man, and one flex- or part-time 
working spouse who also tends to be in charge of all the child care and 
domestic chores, like mine. The “third path,” DeGroot explains, is for 
couples who want to share their work and home lives as full partners, 
each one with time for work, love, and play. She doesn’t deny it’s difh- 
cult. “Change is hard. The answers are not easy. They take work and 
sometimes they take awhile to put in place,” she said. “But there really 
are families who are doing it differently and making it work.” 

I'd called DeGroot to interview her about her work. Unlike other 
organizations that push for flexible work or, like MomsRising, better 
family policy, DeGroot’s is one of the few that looks at both sides of 
the work-life equation. Beyond that, with more than a decade of re- 
search, they've developed an actual curriculum to coach people on how 
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to make changes. By the end of our conversation, Fd asked her to work 
with Tom and me, because I was out of ideas. So one morning, the 
three of us got on the phone. DeGroot asked us what we loved about 
each other—always a good place to start when youre seething. By the 
end of the call, wed been reminded why we were together, but we 
hadn't broached the subject of our one-sided distribution of domestic 
labor. DeGroot asked Tom, who had been less than enthusiastic about 
the idea, if he saw the value in continuing coaching. 

“No,” he said. “We need to make more time for each other. But I 
think we're doing okay.” 

He hung up the phone. 

I burst into tears. 


Jessica DeGroot realized when she was getting her MBA at Wharton 
that she wanted for herself what both her parents had. Her father is 
an award-winning endocrinologist who wrote the definitive textbook 
on the subject, still in use today. Her mother raised five kids, cooked 
great meals, created a loving home life, and was active in the commu- 
nity. DeGroot wanted to live both lives, but without the overwhelm that 
typically comes with it. She decided to study not just the workplace, 
not just women, as most people were, and not just men, but how they all 
interact. She wanted to learn what kept most families stuck in the over- 
whelm, what allowed others to forge their own completely new third 
path, and how to bridge the gap between them. 

For both men and women to have time for work, love, and play, she 
realized, the way most people work, their relationships and their atti- 
tudes about play would have to change. But with no real role models, 
she didn’t know how. So she began to imagine: What if not just women, 
but both men and women, worked smart, more flexible schedules? 
What if the workplace itself was more fluid than the rigid and narrow 
ladder to success of the ideal worker? What if a performance-based 
instead of an hour-measuring work culture could more easily absorb 
both men and women “taking their foot off the gas pedal” for time to 
care for children or families or have lives, as well as ramping up again 
when that time had passed? And what if both men and women became 
responsible for raising children and managing the home, sharing work, 
love, and play? Could everyone then live whole lives? 
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She experimented with her own life. When she married and she 
and her husband, Jeff, started a family, they both wanted to work and 
to share the care of their baby daughter. So they both shifted their work 
schedules and swapped days being the primary caregiver. They had 
repeated conversations about what each expected when it came to 
work, kids, and home, agreed to common standards, and sought to di- 
vide the duties in a way that felt fair to both. Sharing fairly also meant 
clearing mental clutter. Once when Jeff asked what DeGroot wanted 
for dinner, she responded, “To not have to think about it.” Then when 
it was her turn to cook, she gave him the same mental break. Twenty 
years later, Jeff, co-owner of a manufacturing company, has seen his 
small business grow to three hundred employees and DeGroot’s non- 
profit ThirdPath Institute has become an important voice in the grow- 
ing national movement to ease the overwhelm and conflicts between 
work and life. They both have strong relationships with their two chil- 
dren, now seventeen and twenty-three. And sharing equitably gave 
them time for regular date nights. “We thought we made this decision 
for the good of our kids, but it turns out it was good for our marriage, 
good for our work, and good for ourselves,” she said. “It was such a gift.” 

Traveling the third path herself helped her see that to right listing 
family systems like mine so precariously off balance requires challeng- 
ing enormously powerful cultural expectations of who we are and 
how we're supposed to act: the work-devoted ideal worker, the self- 
sacrificing ideal mother, and the distant provider father. The norms are 
what get us into the overwhelm, she said. And the overwhelm keeps us 
from having the time to imagine a way out. “When couples are angry 
with each other, standing in their living rooms fighting about ways to 
create more time and not seeing any, they don’t realize that there are 
these other invisible forces in the room with them,” DeGroot said. The 
ideal worker, the ideal mother, and the provider father are right there, 
pulling the strings. “They're the ones creating the stress.” 

Talk to a father about cutting back on work hours to become more 
involved at home, and the ideal worker takes a tug. Both men and women 
instinctively know—as the social science in chapter 5 showed—that 
he would be far more punished in the workplace for flexible work than 
she would. And for so many people living on the edges of their bud- 
gets, the fear of taking a big financial hit stops all conversation right 
there. Talk to a mother about stepping aside to let the father do more 
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with the kids, and all three cultural norms yank that chain and shut 
her up. Aren’t women just naturally meant to be the better parent? Isn’t 
it selfish for a mother to want to work? Won't he get grief? And if his 
work suffers, how can he provide? We've got bills to pay! “So they both 
end up taking the path of least resistance. They get stuck,” DeGroot 
told me. “People feel like they don’t have a choice, because choice re- 
quires having meaningful alternatives, and so many couples don’t think 
there are any.” l 

To start down the third path, DeGroot asks people to fight what she 
calls “the good fight” right when the overwhelm kicks into gear: when 
the first baby is born. That one event, as I had discovered in all the 
time-use research around the world, changes a woman’ life profoundly 
and, until very recently, a man’s life hardly at all. DeGroot knows that’s 
a tall order. “I’m asking couples, at the moment they are most exhausted, 
to think differently,” she said. “To ignore all their neighbors, colleagues, 
family members, and these cultural norms. To start to imagine their 
own way.” 

I thought of our friends, Peter, with the turkey smoker, and Jenny, 
my running partner and one of my best friends. They’d met and mar- 
ried while getting their Ph.D.s in physics and were living in Holland 
doing postdoctoral research when they had their two boys. Away from 
family, free from American cultural norms, yet not fully integrated 
into Dutch society and not knowing what else to do, they created what 
I'd wistfully come to think of as Their Own Private Netherlands. Since 
flexible work arrangements are common in Holland, they each worked 
four days in the lab, alternating so that each parent had a day alone in 
charge of the kids. A nanny watched the kids on three days. But the 
days weren't long, since work hours in Holland tend to be intense and 
short. They’d leave the lab in the late afternoon and one would grocery 
shop before the stores closed at 5 and the other would get the kids, 
pausing for a cup of tea with the nanny, before meeting at home for 
dinner. The family had weekends together. That equitable division of 
labor would shift when they moved back to the United States, as both 
Peter and Jenny found themselves at times caught up in ideal worker 
workplaces. But when things get too far out of whack, they have a sense 
of the possible and a touchstone to guide them. 

Helping couples find Their Own Private Netherlands, so to speak, 
is a key mission of DeGroot’s institute. Her approach includes three 
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main elements: vision, space, and story. When she asks couples to fight 
the good fight, she uses a well-researched curriculum to help them 
see the powerful unconscious forces at work in their lives—the ideal 
worker, the provider father, and the ideal mother. Then in what she 
calls “active listening” sessions, she creates a regular and predictable 
space for couples ordinarily too overwhelmed to even think, so they 
can begin to sort through where they are and how they got there. It’s a 
time to pause, to step outside the swirl and examine their own work 
cultures, work creep, how their own histories can unthinkingly shape 
their expectations, and how easy it is to fall into what she calls reactive, 
no-win “tangos” when those unconscious forces are pulling the strings. 
She asks couples to talk to each other about what they really want for 
their life together. She asks them to start to imagine how to get across 
the gap between where they are and the vision of what they really 
want. Then she tells couples to experiment and see what happens. Over 
and over. Until the vision gets clearer and the path to it better lit. And 
when they get stuck, when change seems impossible, like MomsRising, 
she, too, has a bank of stories, and connects couples, families, busi- 
nesses, and leaders who are striving to remake their lives on the third 
path to those who already have. Like at Stanford, and in the bright spots 
workplaces, she is rewriting the narrative and rewiring the culture. At 
home. 

Some couples figure this out on their own. Tom and I, obviously, 
hadn't. Feeling stuck, I asked to hear some of those stories of people 
seeking to change. 


Anna and James—The Unintended Slide 
into Traditional Roles 


By the time DeGroot began coaching Anna and James, a couple in 
Minnesota, they had slipped into traditional gender roles despite their 
best intentions. Anna, who had an emotionally volatile childhood with 
parents who divorced early, was between careers when they had their 
first child. She grew to like the idea of devoting her full attention to 
the family for a few years. James became the breadwinner. With their 
first child, he took his company’s maximum paternity leave: one week. 
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When their second child was born, James planned to take leave. But 
after just one day off, his extreme-hour company called in a panic and 
said if he didn't return immediately, his job would be on the line. A big 
house and mounting expenses pushed them further into their separate 
spheres as James began sleeping with his BlackBerry and handling 
work crises at all hours and Anna did the work of both parents. At 
home, James was exhausted, snappish, and distracted. “If the kids tried 
to say something, I'd be thinking, ‘Don’t talk to me, I’m thinking 
about work, ” James told me. “If I read them a story, I’d read them the 
shortest one I could find because I was so stressed-out.” James became 
physically ill. Anna was lonely and miserable. This wasn’t the life either 
of them envisioned. 

With dedicated time and space with DeGroot to think about their 
work and lives, Anna came to see that, as much as she wanted James to 
be a coparent, she was too often undercutting him—criticizing what he 
did or scolding him for what he didn’t do. Social scientists call this 
“maternal gatekeeping,” a common but largely unconscious behavior 
that flares because the ideal mother norm that is nestled deep in a 
woman’s psyche holds that mothers not only know best but should 
always be in charge. James, instead of backing down, as he usually had, 
began to tell her to back off. “And I did,” Anna said. 

Anna was shocked to discover that Jarnes really wanted to work a 
reduced schedule to have more time to be part of the family. “His own 
father died when he was fifty-five and James was worried that if he 
didn’t de-stress his life, he'd die early, too,” Anna said. “I realized we'd 
never talked in any great depth about what we really wanted.” It took 
years of small, incremental steps, of trial and error and backsliding 
and a lot of talking, but they finally sold their big home and down- 
sized. James took a job with flexible hours, works from home, sched- 
ules travel around school events, and has become a much more active 
parent and partner. Over time, Anna found her passion as a parent 
educator and as a volunteer with the ThirdPath Institute. Both Anna 
and James ultimately aim to work about thirty hours a week. James 
cooks. Anna mows. They have found time to walk in the nearby woods, 
have dates with each other, and laugh with their children. “Sometimes, 
it looks weird on my résumé, I went up upupupup and then all of a sud- 
den you see I’m an assistant engineer,” James told me. “But the other 
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day, the kids were listening to a silly song and I found myself singing 
along. That was an aha! moment for me. A year or two ago, I wouldn't 
have even known the words.” 


Marcee and Jon—The Pull of the Ideal Worker 


The power of the ideal worker keeps Jon and Marcee from sharing their 
work and home life more equally, even after making explicit promises 
to each other that they would. When their daughter was born, Marcee’s 
progressive company allowed her to take six months of maternity leave; 
Jon had one week. So Marcee came to better understand what the baby 
needed and her routine and became the “expert” parent and Jon the 
backup. When Marcee returned to work—she was overseeing her 
global financial services company’s transition to a 100 percent flexible 
workplace—she worked four days and had every Friday with the baby. 
Then Jon got a big promotion and the family moved from San Francisco 
to New York. Jon began working late nights and weekends, wanting to 
prove himself in the new job. Marcee, alone with no friends or family 
in the new city, struggled to work and take care of the baby. “That 
started the slippery slope” toward traditional gender roles, Jon said. 
Marcee was sleep deprived and spent. “I finally just said, ‘I can’t do this. 
This isn’t what I signed up for, ” she told me. 

The two began working with DeGroot. Their housework wasn’t so 
much the problem—she bought the groceries online and cooked. He 
picked up the house, vacuumed, paid the bills online, and planned the 
vacations. They both did laundry. But caring for the baby clearly was 
an issue. Marcee felt she was doing it all. “I had tunnel vision,” Jon said. 
“I don't think I knew how much this was bothering Marcee until she 
sat me down and told me.” They started small, creating new routines. 
They began to rotate days for who was responsible for getting the baby 
when she woke in the morning. That gave Marcee the ability to go to 
the gym again, or to get more sleep every other day. Jon agreed that he 
would come home in time to relieve the babysitter one night a week, 
come home for dinner more often, and wait until their daughter was 
asleep before going back to work. He agreed to work only during her 
naps on the weekend. On Saturday mornings, Jon takes over as the 
primary parent. But the grip of the ideal worker still keeps them from 
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living the third-path life they envisioned. “Most of my sense of self- 
worth, which pains me to admit, comes from being successful at work,” 
Jon said. “That doesn’t mean I want to be a deadbeat dad. But I have 
a ton of ego wrapped up in being successful professionally, unfortu- 
nately at the expense of other things. That’s something I constantly 
struggle with.” Life is better, Marcee said. “But,” Jon allowed, “we're not 
there yet.” 


Laura and Jim—Letting Go of the Ideal Mother 


In creating their third path, Laura and Jim, a couple DeGroot met in 
Philadelphia, wrestled not with the ideal worker but with with the pull 
of the ideal mother on Laura. “There was this period at the very begin- 
ning that I felt like I really needed to do everything at home—all the 
shopping, all the cooking, all the things related to our kids—plus go to 
work. I was driving myself crazy,” Laura told me. “It was Jim who 
stopped me. He said, ‘It doesn’t make you a perfect mother because you 
wash every dish and clean every piece of clothing. What makes us a 
great family is we help each other.’” 

At work, Laura, a partner in a public accounting firm, learned early 
on how productive she could be on a flexible schedule when she cared 
for her mother. “So when we started a family, what really made the dif- 
ference was just being very up front and honest with my employer 
about what I was going to need,” Laura said. “And then being confident 
enough to say, in a nicer way, “You owe this to me. I earned it?” Jim, a 
senior vice president at Citibank, came up with his own flexible work 
plan and sold his boss on it. Work is important, he said, “but my kids 
are four and two only once. I wanted to see it.” Now the two work out 
of their home two days a week and share caring for their two toddlers, 
who are in preschool or with a babysitter for the other three days. Both 
use their home office time for conference calls and tasks that require 
quiet and concentration. On the days Jim works in his Manhattan 
office, he uses his commute time to plan and his office time for face-to- 
face meetings. The couple plan their calendars on a whiteboard at least 
one month in advance, and send each other Outlook invitations as re- 
minders for whose turn it is to take the kids to the doctor or the date of 
a teacher conference. They have regular date nights and get away for a 
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few days alone as a couple several times a year. “Jim and I have become 
very, very clear about what’s important to us,” Laura said. 

The third path isn’t easy, DeGroot said. But then again, neither is 
living with regret or in the overwhelm. “There are always going to be 
‘code red’ moments when work and life collide,” she said. “There’s a 
myth that you can have everything. You can’t. But you can have time for 
the things that are most important to you.” 


International surveys have found that majorities of men and women 
in most Westernized countries say marriages in which both partners 
share work, child care, and household duties are the most satisfying.’ 
Research has found that when men and women share the housework, 
they have more sex,’ and that the more equitably they share duties, the 
happier they both are.° Still, the gaping domestic divide, what social 
scientists call the “gendered division of labor,’ persists. ‘The gap is nar- 
rowest at the top of the socioeconomic scale, among couples who have 
the resources to hire others to do the drudge work for them, and widest 
among couples with few resources.° Though men today certainly spend 
more time caring for their children and doing more chores than their 
fathers did, it is still about half of what women routinely do. Even 
though women’s paid work hours have been on the rise, as a whole they 
are still nowhere close to men’s. And since the mid-1990s, nothing’s 
budged: Married fathers, on average, aren’t doing more housework and 
child care. The number of mothers in the workforce has dipped, de- 
spite increasing numbers of women graduating from college and get- 
ting advanced degrees. And attitudes about whether fathers should be 
more involved at home and whether mothers can both work and have 
warm relationships with their children have, likewise, flatlined. Social 
scientists puzzling over the trends call it the stalled gender revolution.’ 

And no one is very happy about it. A host of surveys have found 
that arguing over housework is one of the main sources of conflict in 
relationships.” One survey in the U.K. found that women spend as much 
as three hours a week redoing chores that they think their partners 
have done badly.’ Time studies show women are two and a half times 
more likely than men to interrupt their sleep to care for others, and 
they stay awake longer when they do.” Stress research is finding that 
when women come home from a long day at work, their stress hormone 
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levels fall if their husbands help with the chores. But how’s this for a 
twist? The study found that husbands’ stress hormone levels fall only 
when their wives do all the housework and they are relaxing!! Even 
during the Great Recession, when more men began losing their jobs 
and more women took up the mantle of family breadwinner, time-use 
studies found that the division of domestic labor became slightly more 
fair, but only because working mothers stopped doing as much, not 
because unemployed fathers did more. And what did those unemployed 
fathers do with that extra time? They relaxed.’ 

Which might explain why psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s 
time studies have found that men feel happier when their wives are 
present, but that women do not necessarily feel the reverse.” It might 
also explain his finding that men feel happier at home, and women when 
they go to work. Women, he found, reported feeling happiest around 
midday, when most were at work, and felt the worst between 5:30 and 
7:30 p.m.—which most families know as the “witching hour” of flying 
to child-care pickup and squeezing tired kids, homework, dinner, 
baths, the detritus of bills and home stuff, and the hope of making 
meaningful connections into the space of a few hours. Men, in con- 
trast, felt crummiest first thing in the morning and happiest in the 
evening, when they were heading home from work." The media latched 
on to the study as another example of selfish working mothers gleefully 
ditching their kids. But let’s think for a minute. If work is something 
working fathers are supposed to do, nonstop, unending for forty-plus 
years because they are the “providers,” the stakes are high for them at 
work. They are under pressure to perform and always be on their toes. 
Home is a place of refuge. And, Csikszentmihalyi’s studies found, men 
tend to have a choice whether to be involved in domestic duties. They 
tend to do only chores they like and tend to care for their kids only 
when they're in a good mood. What’s not to like? For women, however, 
home, no matter how filled with love and happiness, is just another 
workplace. A 2014 study of cortisol levels by Sarah Damaske, a sociolo- 
gist at Penn State, found that while both men and women are more 
stressed out at home than at work, men are happier at home, and women 
are much, much happier at work. 

Men and women, it turns out, not only do different things with their 
time but experience time itself ditferently, so much so that the ground- 
breaking work on the phenomenon is called “divergent realities.”" 
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Research has found that even when a family is engaged in the same 
activity—eating dinner—the mothers tend to feel frustrated that they 
aren't doing enough, while the fathers are proud of themselves that 
they've managed to get away from work to be there at all.” Csikszent- 
mihalyi, using his Experience Sampling Method, or ESM, technique of 
paging people randomly throughout the day and asking not only what 
they are doing but also what they are thinking and how they feel, was 
one of the first to uncover how women’s time is “contaminated.” 

No matter where they were or what they were doing, the women in 
his studies were consumed with the exhaustive “mental labor” of keep- 
ing in mind at all times all the moving parts of kids, house, work, 
errands, and family calendar. That, he wrote, only intensifies the feel- 
ing of breathless time pressure for women.” 

It's no small wonder, then, that in surveys around the globe, women 
are more likely to report more chronic stress and the feeling that life is 
out of control than men.” It is no wonder that economists Betsey 
Stevenson and Justin Wolfers have found that women are unhappier 
today than forty years ago and that it is men who are happier later in 
life, while women are left with unfulfilled desires.” 

To get the stalled gender revolution moving again, heterosexual 
couples need look no further than gay couples. An emerging body of 
research is finding that, free from provider father and ideal mother 
expectations, gay couples share labor more fairly and split tasks based 
on what people like to do or are good at doing. Gay couples tend to re- 
solve conflicts more constructively. And research has found that, un- 
like in heterosexual couples, where one partner may be happier than 
the other, gay partners tend to be equally happy.”” 

I called Patrick Markey, a psychologist and director of the Interper- 
sonal Research Lab at Villanova University and author of many of 
these studies. 

“The biggest difference we see between heterosexual and gay cou- 
ples is the trait of openness. And because of that, gay and lesbian 
couples tend to be more egalitarian. They're much more willing to share 
power.” 

I spent an evening in the toy-filled house of Bill and Andy, partners 
of ten years, and their nine-month-old twins born by surrogate. Both 
have cut back on their work hours, work flexible schedules, and share 
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caring for the babies. Both do laundry. They take turns cooking. Andy 
does the long-range planning. Bill pays the bills. With the help of their 
mothers, who live nearby, each takes time for himself. “I can honestly 
say that I don’t feel at all imbalanced or that I’m doing more than he is, 
or that there’s any ill will,” Andy says. Bill, swaying with a baby on his 
hip, nods in agreement. “With two men, there’s just no expectation for 
who does what.” 


To understand what happened in my own life, I did the one thing that 
came naturally to me as a reporter: I took out my notebook and pen 
and began asking questions. I ranted through twenty years of pent-up 
anger in weekly “active listening” sessions with Jessica DeGroot. I took 
long walks with Tom. We both slowly realized that we never had talked 
about what we really wanted. When we said we wanted to be equal part- 
ners, we had only a vague notion of what that meant. 

In truth, Tom was always much more disciplined about his work 
hours, working efficiently, leaving when his work was done for the day 
to come home and make time for the family, and never buying into the 
face-time ideal worker culture in even the most toxic work environ- 
ments. I was the one with work creep. 

But we both came to see that the pivot point that had shifted the bal- 
ance of labor, power, and time in our relationship arrived, just as De- 
Groot finds, with the birth of our first child. We never fought “the 
good fight.” We just took our assumptions and swallowed them like a 
bitter pill. I assumed Tom would take parental leave, so we could share 
parenting. He’d always talked about wanting to be more active and in- 
volved with our kids than his own father had been. Instead, he took a 
few days of vacation after the kids were born. And, perhaps feeling 
guilty himself, he'd always cut me off whenever I pressed him about 
why he wouldn't take more time off all those years ago. One day, my 
notebook in hand, I asked him what really happened. 

“I thought ld be an equal partner,” he said. “But where I worked at 
the time, it was just understood that taking parental leave wouldn't be 
a good thing to do. Only one father had, and he was a ‘star. I was wary 
of my position. I would now, though. It’s much more accepted and I see 
young fathers doing it all the time.” 
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“I was mad at you for years,” I said. “Were you aware of that?” 

“Yeah. But I was working in a really toxic atmosphere. There was 
always a lot of pressure to do more.” 

So 1 took the long maternity leave. I got to know everything about 
the baby. I became the default parent and we both assumed it was just 
“natural” anyway—an assumption I investigate in a later chapter. I flexed 
my schedule at work and, since I was at home more anyway, I began 
taking charge of everything else, too. As we talked, we began to see 
how the rest of our lives tipped the fulcrum even farther: When our 
daughter was born, she barely slept for two years and hated everyone 
but me. The kids started school in a Spanish immersion program and, 
truly, I was the only one who could help them with homework. Tom 
began to travel overseas every year. We came to see that just as the 
ideal worker pulled his strings, the ideal mother, crabby, sleep deprived, 
and “gatekeeping,” kept a tight grip on mine. Tom became the fun par- 
ent, wrestling with the kids, mugging for the camera, changing a few 
diapers. And I, always the one behind the camera and nowhere in all 
the photo albums, did the invisible drudge work. So invisible, in fact, 
that, as we unspooled our lives, I discovered that Tom thought we re- 
ally had divided things fairly. He was angry that I was angry all the 
time and felt I didn't give him credit for what he did do, which was so 
much more than his father had. 

“And the fact that you didn’t know where the dentist was? Never took 
them to the doctor? That I stayed home when they were sick? Planned 
all the kids’ activities and summer camp . . . ?” I started one day. 

“But that’s the kind of stuff mothers do anyway, right?” he'd said. “I 
mean, what man do we know who does any of that?” 

On that infuriating Thanksgiving afternoon I described at the be- 
ginning of this chapter, truly, the ideal worker and the ideal mother 
were both right there in the kitchen with us, clouding our vision. “Let’s 
face it,” Tom said, “without thinking much about it, men expect women 
to do all the stuff with kids and home. It’s just the role they've always 
had. I’ve probably always had it in the back of my mind, too.” 

And, I came to see, so had I. Never asking for help because I thought 
I should do it all. Always deferring to his career as more important. 
Always assuming that if people saw a messy house, I, the negligent 
housewife, would be blamed. Watching angrily as he went to the gym, 
read the newspaper, and worked in long, interrupted stretches, but 
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both of us thinking the reason I didn’t was that I just couldn’t get it 
together. Never realizing that it would take both of us to crawl out of the 
overwhelm. 

“Looking back,” Tom said one day, “we should have worked this out 
a long time ago.” 

So we started, finally, to try. 

Now we take turns getting the kids to the dentist and the doctor. 
We take turns driving Liam to his drum lesson and picking Tessa up 
from swimming. Tom puts his e-mail on all the PTA, Cross Country 
team, Girl Scouts, and other Listservs so we both know what’s going 
on, not just me. We trade off checking homework. Even if it’s in Span- 
ish, he can see whether it’s been done. He cooks every night and I clean 
up. I empty the dishwasher in the morning. He loads. Last one out of 
bed makes it. The kids have their own chores, so I don’t have the mind 
clutter of keeping track in my head. We have family meetings. Every- 
one is responsible for putting his or her own activities on the family 
calendar. If we miss something, too bad. Write it down next time. 
Each child can choose one field trip a semester for a parent to attend, 
then we schedule it. No more last-minute, wrenching requests that can 
really ruin your day. 

Tom still grocery shops, but I rarely shop after him. When we're out 
of something, we're out. Even toilet paper. I wash and sort the clothes, 
but everybody folds their own—sometimes we'll have a “folding party” 
when we watch our family movie on Friday nights. I’ve even called up 
YouTube and had everyone watch a video on how to fold fitted sheets. 
I’ve made my invisible work more visible—once leaving the mass of bills 
and paperwork that I manage all over the dining room table for days, 
then showing Tom the files where everything goes, the book where I 
keep all the passwords, and how to manage the online accounts. We 
both now pay bills. I stopped weeding, so he could see that without 
effort, the tranquil Zen rock garden he loves so much becomes a fuzzy, 
overgrown Chia Pet. Then he and the kids started to pull them, too. 

We had to agree on common standards—no doing the dishes in a 
burning house. No Lion King slobbery. Making the bed means not leav- 
ing the pillows on the floor. Doing the dishes means washing the pots in 
the sink and wiping the counters. When Tom at first kept shirking on the 
standards, I didn’t just do it for him, like I had for years, figuring I was 
more efficient. I took a photo on my iPhone and sent him a text instead. 
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And we had to take time to think about what we really wanted— 
how finally becoming equal partners and sharing the load more fairly 
would free us from our usual crouch of anger and defensiveness and 
give us both time to do meaningful work, share moments of connec- 
tion with each other and the family—and play. For Christmas, we cut 
down on giving stuff and started giving each other little “gifts of time.” 
Tom and Tessa got “T-time” in the park and an afternoon together in 
an art studio learning how to make stained glass. I gave Liam “A Day 
of Yeses,” when he got to choose what to do. For our anniversary, I told 
Tom I didn’t want flowers. I wanted a love letter. Tom and I now have 
“cocktail minute” (who has an hour?) to check in with each other alone 
at the end of the day. We talk. We fight. We get it wrong. We get it 
right. Life changes. We adjust. We've learned some lessons. There will 
be countless more to come. But we're finally starting to learn them 
together. Here are just a few: 

The Lesson of the Twinkie: Like any ideal mother, I signed up to 
bring baked goods to sell at Liam’s school band concert. Then I forgot 
to bake something. The realization stabbed me right as we were on the 
way to the concert. We pulled into a nearby grocery store and Tom ran 
in. He came out not with the pretty cupcakes from the bakery that I’d 
asked for, but with two boxes of Twinkies. My inner Martha Stewart 
was mortified. “Are you kidding me?” Tom said. “It’s middle school. 
They'll sell out in a heartbeat.” And they did. I had to let Martha go. 

Sometimes, Just Leave: Traveling to research the book was, hon- 
estly, probably the best thing I ever did. For everybody. The kids sur- 
vived without me. Tom was forced to learn how to be the primary 
parent, and I left the ideal mother in storage and got to be just myself 
again. At first, I left entire packets of phone numbers and notes with 
the kids’ schedules and activities, which were all ignored. (How do I 
know? The frantic text message that came in the middle of an inter- 
view in Copenhagen asking for the drum teachers phone number, 
which was in the unopened packet.) But over time, Tom became more 
confident running the show, even flying solo for parent-teacher confer- 
ences. I let go. Ifa kid missed a flute lesson, she missed a flute lesson. If 
no one scooped the kitty litter, the cat would survive. And the kids got 
to see their mother in a new light. “I think it’s cool you go off and have 
adventures,” Liam said. 

Camp Del Ray: This past summer, a group of five working families 
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in our Del Ray neighborhood, sick of high camp fees, the stress of 
running around, and overscheduled kids, came up with a plan: For 
one week, each family would alternate taking a group of five girls for 
the day, giving everyone else four days to focus on work. Without my 
even asking, Tom, who never used to interrupt his work time for do- 
mestic stuff, suggested he take our day. He made the arrangements with 
the parents. He handled the flurry of e-mails. He took the girls to visit 
NPR and the Newseum, and out to lunch. And I had time to write 
this book. 


PHE CULO PAAA A 
MOTHERHOOD 


I always think of a good mother as . . . someone completely 

other than Iam. —Jean-Anne Sutherland, “Guilt and Shame: 
Good Mothering and Labor Force 
Participation” 


At eleven o'clock one morning, Karen Graf had been going full tilt on 
the fumes of five hours of sleep before she realized she'd run out of the 
house that morning without putting deodorant on. She’d been focused 
on getting her three kids out of bed, dressed, fed, and off to school with 
the lunches she’d packed; flying out the door to buy another lunch box 
for the son who'd already lost two; swinging by Staples to pick up 
printer ink, and then dashing to the dry cleaner. It wasn’t until she’d 
planted campaign signs for her upcoming school board election and 
was ready to start knocking on doors asking for votes that she became 
aware of her pungent omission. 

Home for a quick dab, Graf dove into the rest of a day of what she 
herself calls “hyperparenting,” most of it lived in her silver VW Routan 
van. Graf, forty-two, has shoulder-length brown hair and dark brown 
circles under her eyes, a genetic condition that makeup would help 
hide, she said, but who has time to put it on? She wears a white T-shirt, 
running shoes, and jeans with a rip in the knee. By the end of the day 
that I spent with her, she had ferried children to and from school, tutors, 
the orthodontist, the playground, home, a playdate, and back home 
again, her bright orange campaign signs in the back of the van clanking 
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with every turn. She had forgotten to bring snacks for the kids, checks 
for the preschool school pictures and the tutor, and to pull something 
out of the freezer for dinner. She'd realized somewhere along the way 
that the car’s tax sticker had expired. She'd apologized profusely for the 
“disastrous” state of her house, with the breakfast dishes still on the 
table, the Barbies, board games, rumpled Boy Scouts uniforms, and plas- 
tic toy soldiers strewn about. Between trips, she’d read to her daughter 
and played a game of Space Faces with her younger son, resting her 
tired head in her hands. She’d mused aloud about the constant tension 
between wanting to expose her children to everything and worrying 
that if she pushed them too soon they’d fail. “Mom!” her oldest son had 
called from the back of the van. “You have to make mistakes. That’s 
how you learn!” She'd offered to take another busy mom’s daughter for 
the afternoon and even managed to pick up my son from his cross- 
country practice. She’d made chicken tenders with her daughter for 
dinner, gotten the kids to bed, watched the Giants game with one eye 
while studying for the school board debate with the other, printed more 
campaign labels with the new printer ink, and fallen into bed about 
midnight for another night of five hours’ rest. Before she drifted off, 
she wondered if she could have done more. 

“I don't feel I do enough,” she had toid me. “I say it out loud and it 
sounds crazy. I look at my kids. They look happy. Why do I wonder 
why I’m not doing science projects with them every week, or worry 
that we don’t go to museums more? When I was out knocking on doors 
in the neighborhood this morning, I noticed these little handmade 
decorations, and all I could think about was how my daughter’s been 
wanting to make decorations with me. I’m always beating myself up 
that I’m not being more craft-y. There’s just a scale you're constantly 
trying to rate yourself on.” 

Graf has a master’s degree. She had a successful career in business 
for years before children, then nursed for seven and a half years straight 
after they were born. Wanting to be involved in their education, she 
has volunteered in their classrooms, been active in the PTA, spent two 
years completely reorganizing the avalanche of books in their elemen- 
tary school’s reading room, and is now campaigning for a seat on the 
school board. “It’s intense. I know,” she told me with a touch of embar- 
rassment. “Sometimes I wonder—is this an American thing? Or is it just 
my personality?” 
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Or is she just trying to live up to the time-devouring, insanely high 
standards we've set for mothers today? 

I] had asked to spend a day in Graf’s life not because she is an 
extraordinary mother, though she no doubt is a good one, but because 
she is a modern middle-class American Everymom. 

American mothers of every stripe—working, at home, single—have 
not only ratcheted up the amount of time they spend with their chil- 
dren since the 1960s, but have also increased the intensity of that time, 
tripling the amount of “quality” interactive hours spent reading, talk- 
ing, and playing. And the higher the education, the more time is spent 
with kids. Time intensity sparked at the very same time that the num- 
ber of mothers working in the labor force nearly doubled. Now America 
has among the highest percent of working mothers of any country. They 
work among the most full-time hours. They clock the most extreme 
paid work hours. They do so despite laboring in some of the most de- 
manding and unforgiving workplaces with the most family-unfriendly 
policies of any developed country on Earth. And, compared to mothers 
in other countries, American mothers spend among the most time with 
their children, sacrificing sleep, personal care, and leisure time to do 
so. Working mothers, like me, today spend as much time taking care of 
their children as at-home mothers did in the 1960s—about eleven hours 
a week, time studies have found. The time at-home mothers, like Graf, 
spend in child care has mushroomed to seventeen hours a week. (Fa- 
ther time increased from two to seven hours a week in the same pe- 
riod.) And that’s just time mothers spend actively giving care. Working 
mothers spend forty-two hours a week with their children, more than 
half of all their waking hours not at work; at-home moms, a colossal 
sixty-four hours.! 

And still, mothers tell time researchers, they don’t feel it’s enough. 

The media is filled with stories of the control-freak helicopter mom 
hovering over her precious genius of a child, like the mother who sued 
her $19,000-a-year-preschool in New York for not sufficiently challeng- 
ing her four-year-old. It’s a caricature most of us can look at with relief 
and say, “Well, at least I’m not that bad.” But you don't get those kind of 
time diary numbers with a handful of whack-job chopper moms flit- 
ting about. You get those time-sucking numbers only if the entire soci- 
ety is in the grip of intensive mothering. I am certainly no exception. 
I've read the books, like Judith Warner laying out the “cult of Perfect 
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motherhood” in Perfect Madness. I’ve followed the plethora of mom 
blogs and waded through the mind-blowing studies about how crazy 
perfectionist American mothers can be. I’ve witnessed the mompeti- 
tion on the playground and see it every day on my mom Listservs. “Any- 
one know where I can find art classes for my toddler?” “Should I put my 
three-year-old in Mandarin?” I feel it in even the most casual conver- 
sations. The other day, a friend told me she’d signed her son up for a re- 
nowned fencing camp. “This could get him to the Olympics,” she said. I 
was immediately seized with a blind panic that neither of my children 
was on track to get to the Olympics, castigated myself for failing them, 
and wondered for a split second if it was too late to start now. 

The intensity starts early, with Mommy and Me classes and rushing 
after toddlers in the park to prevent a fall. It continues on through 
the school years with packed schedules of sports—“travel” teams earn 
special bragging rights—and endless enriching lessons with the “best” 
teachers and the projects like the Popsicle-stick dioramas of Fort 
Ticonderoga lovingly built in the wee hours of the night. (No, I didn't 
do that, but I did see it in a display case at a school.) The intensity super- 
heats as college approaches. A friend of mine in Saint Louis has already 
been in touch with an expensive college-prep consultant who advised 
her to get her daughter to join clubs now where she can assume a leader- 
ship role. My friend’s daughter is twelve. And the intensity, like an 
exploding supernova of angst, culminates with frustrated college 
admissions officials fielding e-mails about grades and class schedules 
and job recruiters asking parents to kindly not write résumés or sit in 
on interviews.’ 

Academics say intensive mothering is a white middle-class phenom- 
enon. Middle-class mothers, researchers contend, practice “concerted 
cultivation” and invest time in their children as if they were high-yield 
bonds with long-term payout. Working-class mothers parent in a more 
hands-off “natural growth” way.’ But I wonder. Time studies make the 
compelling case that everybody’s ratcheted up the time spent with kids. 
And some of my reporting was finding a more complicated picture. 
When I met Elizabeth Sprague, thirty-one, a single mother of four in 
Frederick, Maryland, she was getting by on about $1,700 a month from 
child support and food stamps and trying to make a few bucks selling 
ads on the Internet while her children napped. Sprague had tried work- 
ing, but not only was the cost of child care for four kids “insane,” she 
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worried that working was not something a “good mother” did. “Every- 
one likes to have a little treat in your life, so you don’t want to be poor,” 
she told me, nervously tugging her long blond ponytail. “But you also 
don't want to wonder what your child’s doing all day while you're gone.” 
When she came home from work one day and her baby smelled of 
another woman’s perfume, the guilt was too much. She quit. 

For generations, large percentages of African American mothers 
always worked, as did the mother of a woman named Kesha that I met 
through Mocha Moms, a nationwide support group for mothers of color. 
Yet Kesha, an MBA, dropped out of the corporate world to stay home 
with her children for a while. She felt pushed out by an unforgiving 
face-time ideal worker culture with little flexibility—many of her co- 
workers had at-home wives—that didn’t allow her the time to take care 
of her children the way she wanted. At times, she has also felt the pres- 
sure to meet what she calls the “unobtainable standard of momdom.” 
“For the past twenty years or so, there seems to be this mantra that 
motherhood is the hardest, most important, the best job in the world,” 
she said. “I don’t know where it started, sitcoms maybe, or Oprah. You 
hear it when people stake out their positions on it: ‘The best kind of 
mother is the kind that can show their child that women can have it 
all!’ ‘No! The best mother is the one devoted to her child, to be there for 
any scrape or boo-boo!’ “The best mother provides a healthy immune 
system for her children by breast-feeding for two years!’ Everyone is 
trying to fit into that role now.” She talked to her own mother one 
day about how standards for mothers are so much higher now. “As I 
told her about what people expected mothers to do to raise a well- 
rounded child, I could see her brow starting to furrow,” Kesha said. 
“Then her eyes got squinty and she looked at me with an expression 
like, ‘Huh?’ Then she said, ‘Who is it that’s coming up with all these new 
standards?’” 


I wanted to know why. Why had the self-sacrificing ideal mother cul- 
tural icon grown to such monstrous proportions? Why were we spend- 
ing so much of our precious time impossibly striving to be more like 
her, and flogging ourselves for always coming up short? Why were 
mothers bloodying one another with the interminable mommy wars 
between working and at-home mothers? 
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Unlike in the days before the pill or fertility treatments, couples 
today have fewer children, have them later in life, spend more on them, 
and tend to plan them. “Smaller family size contributes to the idea that 
each child is more precious, so you become more invested that each 
one turns out well,” University of Maryland sociologist Melissa Milkie 
told me. “It’s the worrying about that that makes mothering so much 
more intense.” 

Cultural ideals, like the ideal mother, are by their very nature 
unattainable, Milkie explained. “But the gap has never been as wide 
as it feels now between what we expect of a good mother and who 
we are.” 

So powerful has the ideal mother become that even the academics 
who study intensive mothering are not immune from her demands. 
Social psychologist Carin Rubenstein admitted ruefully in her book 
The Sacrificial Mother that she tracked down a classics scholar for her 
third grader to interview for a class project. Rebecca Deen, the chair of 
the political science department at the University of Texas, Arlington, 
found herself spending hours baking cookies, serving on the PTA, and 
organizing the “Friday Lunch Bunch” at her son’s school. “My husband 
tells me, “You're too intensive a mother. Why do you volunteer so much 
at school? ” she said. “And I say, ‘Because it’s important that his princi- 
pal sees me, that his teacher knows that I’m that mother, the one who is 
there, not one of those mothers, who isn't. ” 

That mother, who, of course, does not work and does not need help 
from her partner, husband, babysitter, or family, casts a long shadow, 
Deen and her colleague Beth Anne Shelton, a sociologist, found. In 
their study of the mother culture in school communities, they describe 
working mothers acting like “chameleons” and seeking to “pass” in the 
full-time mother culture. They wear the full-time mom “uniform” of 
sweatpants, casual clothes, or jeans. No one talks about whether she 
works or the flexible schedules or extravagant shuffling necessary to be 
at the school or a PTA meeting in the middle of the day. (Dads at the 
school had their own organization, but they met evenings or weekends.) 
Sometimes, a working mother would be found out only if she sent an 
e-mail from a work address. “These mothers view themselves as full- 
time moms, and they just add on their work identity,” said Shelton, 
who confessed to being a chameleon mom herself. “Which leaves no 
time for anything else.” 
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Throughout the chaos of her day, I was struck by how Graf maintained 
an aura of calm. I also had a few stabs of guilt as I, a working mother, 
watched her, an at-home mother, devote herself to her children in a 
way I’ve never had time to. Perhaps, I told her, she appears calm 
because she’s confident she’s closer to what an ideal mother should be. 
She shook her head. “Working moms like you feel guilty, worrying, 
‘Am I a good enough mom? Do | spend enough time with my kids?’ 
And at-home moms like me are always asking ourselves, ‘Am I doing 
enough? Is it the right thing? Should I be working? What was all that 
education for?’ We're all torturing ourselves.” Each one of us is 
ensnared in guilt and compelled to compensate for the phantom life 
we've forgone. 

A few months after I met Graf, after she’d not only won her election 
to the school board but had been elected its chair, she flies in the door, 
fresh trom picking her kids up from their playdates, and takes a rare 
moment to sit at her kitchen table and drink a cup of tea. Her husband 
is in India for work, and her mother, Janet Wood, is visiting from Pitts- 
burgh to watch the kids while she goes to a school board conference. 
Graf has a burning question for her. 

“I feel like you look at me and think I’m nuts,” Graf says. 

Wood, seventy-one, a quiet woman with kind eyes, looks puzzled. 

“I mean, motherhood is so anxious and breathless now,” Graf con- 
tinues. “I feel like I have to expose my kids to so many things. There’s 
so much pressure to take every path and there’s so many activities 
they could do. I worry about them getting into college. And it feels like 
people are panicked because they can’t identify the formula for success 
anymore.” 

Wood shakes her head. “No, I don’t think you're nuts. I think you're 
amazing. I always refer to you as ‘the Earth Mother,” she says. “But I 
didn’t feel the same pressure you do.” 

Motherhood was different a couple of generations ago, Wood says. 
Most women she knew back in the early 1970s stayed home to raise 
their children, just as she'd quit teaching when Graf was born. So there 
was never any searing doubt about whether they'd made the “right” 
choice. It was just what everybody did. It’s not like parents didn’t do 
crazy things to give their kids a leg up. “When you were born, your 
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father bought a kaleidoscope with lights and had you look through it,” 
Wood says, rolling her eyes. “It was supposed to make you smart.” Wood 
put Graf and her sister into a few activities for fun, she says, but didn’t 
feel as if the future depended on their excelling at them. 

“And that’s what feels different, too,” Graf says. “There’s such a seri- 
ousness that goes into activities now. The boys can’t sign up for basket- 
ball unless they can make every game. I mean, when they’re older, yeah, 
but they're seven and nine. Every weekend we're double booked with 
sports, Scouts, birthdays, and classes. It’s just all so damn serious.” 

Wood nods. Growing up in California, Graf and her sister roamed 
the neighborhood and nearby park. And even then, Wood says, their 
freedom was nothing compared to what she herself had growing up. 
“We lived one block from the foothills. We'd pack a lunch and wander 
all over the woods, play in streams, at Dead Man’s Pass, and no one 
ever worried about it,” she says. “I think it’s a shame that kids can’t do 
that anymore.” 


The cult of intensive motherhood, I was discovering, runs on guilt, 
fear, and ambivalence. Let’s start with guilt. Why do so many mothers 
who work for pay—three-fourths of all mothers of young children— 
feel they can never spend enough time with their kids? Probably 
because so many people have been telling them that they don’t. Working 
mothers, I'd read again and again, “abandon” their children, “dump- 
ing them in care facilities,” one conservative writer put it, “the way one 
might board a poodle.” Susan Chira, in her 1998 book, A Mother's Place, 
cataloged the rain of headlines through the years that reinforced that 
notion: “The Myth of Quality Time: How We're Cheating Our Kids.” 
“Can Your Career Hurt Your Kids?” “Working Parents’ Torment: Teens 
After School.”® President Bill Clinton in a 1999 speech lamented how 
parents spent twenty-two fewer hours a week with their children than 
in the 1960s.’ And a few years earlier, in 1991, the conservative Heri- 
tage Foundation published an article warning that “the biggest prob- 
lem facing American children today is lack of time and attention from 
their parents.”® 

But if time studies show clearly that that isn’t the case, that mothers 
are, in fact, spending more time and more intensive time with their 
children, why do so many people believe that it is? 
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Many, under the spell of the ideal mother, just want to. And others, 
it turns out, were influenced by the time study by none other than John 
Robinson, the University of Maryland time-use researcher who'd told 
me women had thirty hours of leisure. Back in the 1990s, Robinson 
crunched numbers showing that between 1965 and 1985 mothers’ 
time with children dropped an alarming 40 percent. The media went 
wild, citing the statistic in more than fifty articles and several books 
and essays bemoaning absent mothers, latchkey kids, and the unravel- 
ing fabric of society.’ 

The only problem? The calculations were wrong. 

Robinson quickly issued a correction. U.S. News & World Report 
published a thorough investigation, “The Myth of AWOL Parents,” 
saying, “The tale of parental time famine is built on mistakes and mis- 
understandings.” Yet years later, when the incorrect figure was still 
being circulated in conservative circles, Robinson complained to Ann 
Crittenden in her book The Price of Motherhood that his mistake was 
being used by ideologues whose “agenda is to get women back into the 
home.”" But the damage was done. Time studies now show that moth- 
ers’ time with children has been climbing steeply, at the expense of 
sleep, personal care, and leisure, ever since . . . 1985." 

That strong, insidious, and sometimes unconscious cultural belief, 
that working mothers are bad mothers, and the pressure mothers feel 
to prove they aren't, drives much of working mother guilt, said Jean- 
Anne Sutherland, a sociologist at the University of North Carolina, 
Wilmington. Just as the pressure for at-home mothers to live up to the 
ideal mother drives theirs. Sutherland began studying intensive mothers 
and guilt when she had her first child. “I felt so guilty all the time. Guilty 
for staying at home. Guilty for going to work,” she said. As she began 
interviewing mothers, she realized that the lofty ideal mother standards 
they all sought to meet were so unattainably high, they were mired in 
guilt no matter what they did. “Everyone thinks that everyone else is 
pulling this off. It makes you just want to hold a group meeting and 
say, ‘Look, there’s only 2 percent of us pulling this off and we don’t like 
them, they're not any fun.’ The rest of us are just getting by,” she said. 
Yet even now, fourteen years after she began her first studies, Suther- 
land is not immune. “I have a friend who has three kids. She has 
chickens in the backyard. Her kids are on roller skates in the house. 
She has nine cats. It’s bedlam and really fun and free-spirited,” she said. 


THE CULT OF INTENSIVE MOTHERHOOD 181 


“And I’ve got my one daughter. I’m a single mom. I watch movies. My 
house is clean. And I so often say, ‘I should let go more. I should have 
chickens.’” 

Growing up in the 1930s and ’40s, my mother had one birthday 
party, and she missed it because she stayed too long at a double feature. 
When I grew up in the 1960s and ’70s, my birthday parties were tame 
affairs of party games like pin the tail on the donkey, a few friends, de- 
liciously lopsided homemade angel food cake, and simple gifts like a 
jump rope. But for my kids, growing up in the aughts, I threw birthday 
party extravaganzas that sometimes took weeks to plan. It started 
when my son was a baby and we were invited to a one-year-old’s birth- 
day party. In a dizzying flash, I learned how far the childhood world 
order had shifted. There were ponies. When my son’s birthday came 
along, I felt compelled to hire a woman to sing songs and play instru- 
ments. Like I couldn't do that? I bought a cake from a bakery so it would 
look perfect with those gorgeous squares of frosting in the shape of 
baby presents. I know the toddlers would just as gladly have smooshed 
any manner of sweet confection, or fingers, or dirt, into their mouths. 
But I remember watching as if outside myself. On one level, I knew it 
was ridiculous. But on another, I couldn't seem to help myself. 

The singer birthday party was followed by a spate of Moon Bounce 
birthday parties, gymnastics parties at a nearby rec center, astronaut 
parties, High School Musical-themed parties, go-kart parties, disco 
parties, tea parties, candy-making parties. The birthday mania reached 
its apex when I staged a full-out 101st Airborne D-day assault for my 
Band of Brothers—obsessed son when he turned eight, and borrowed 
plaster Ionic columns and turned the backyard into Mount Olympus 
for my daughter’s Greek Goddess birthday. 

I’m embarrassed to even be writing about what we—I—threw for 
our kids. At the time, the parties seemed so normal, right in line with 
the pirate or Hawaiian-themed parties, nature walks, and science 
experiments hosted by their friends. It’s just what everybody did. 
Marketers figure the average parent spends hundreds of dollars to create 
“birthday magic” for a child’s party. The Learning Channel has 
even hosted a show called Outrageous Kid Parties that featured red 
carpets, spa treatments, Ferris wheels, circus clowns, aerial acts, fire 
trucks, and gatherings of 350 people that ran anywhere from 
$30,000 to $60,000. “I will do anything for my kids,” announced one 
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mother." Karen Graf, too, has spent hundreds of dollars on her chil- 
dren’s birthdays, only to have her son rave about a friend’s party that 
was little more than a rousing game of tag. Perhaps we parents are 
reliving our own childhoods, as some academics surmise. Sociologists 
would argue that we're displaying our social status to one another. But 
honestly, it didn’t feel like I was showing off, recapturing my youth, or 
keeping up with the Joneses. Rather, for me, it felt like I was “proving” 
to whoever was watching that I, too, was a good mother, even if I worked, 
wearing these birthday parties like the proud peacock feathers of mother 
love. 


Then there is fear. Fear of the future. 

To Margaret Nelson, a sociologist at Middlebury College in Ver- 
mont and author of Parenting Out of Control, the panic started creeping 
into mothering in the early 1970s, as stable, high-paying manufacturing 
and blue-collar jobs went overseas or industries shut down. As facto- 
ries closed, studies began emerging showing that those with college 
degrees earn at least $1 million more over their lifetimes than someone 
with a high school diploma.” College became the only sure path to up- 
ward mobility, and, to nervous parents, the more elite the college, the 
better. “Middle-class and professional-class parents are desperately fran- 
tic. They want to make sure their children aren't left behind,” she told 
me. “There’s so much competitiveness because the stakes are so high.” 

And we're afraid of what we're doing, or not doing, to our babies’ 
brains. A baby’s brain weighs three-fourths of an adult brain, but it is 
twice as active. Each neuron becomes stronger and more powerful, 
growing branching tendrils of axons and dendrites at warp speed and 
making as many as ten thousand new connections each. That’s a qua- 
drillion new connections—twice that found in an adult brain—by the 
time a child turns three.” All those tiny little neurons, we mothers were 
warned, needed to be properly “stimulated” or they would disappear 
forever before our babies could drink without a sippy cup. You could so 
easily be a bad mother, dulling your child’s potential, if you didn’t 
spend hours twirling those expensive black, white, and red mobiles 
over their heads, playing Mozart, or plopping them in front of those 
weird Baby Einstein videos that look like something out of an acid- 
tripping Grateful Dead concert.!* 
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And we feel sheer terror about everything else. So much hover- 
inducing terror, in fact, that Eden Kennedy, a writer and librarian, 
satirized it in Let’s PANIC About Babies! We worry that we're not forg- 
ing the kind of close connections with our children that we wished 
we'd had with our own mother, so we spend countless hours with them, 
she said. We can’t escape a gnawing distrust that the school system just 
isn't doing enough, so we have to make up for it at home. Dread seeps 
in with every new report of a child abduction’? or school shooting. So 
we keep our kids inside, arrange playdates, go with them to the park, 
or fill their time with activities. And there’s the apprehension that, as 
Karen Graf says, in an unpredictable world, no one knows the formula 
for success anymore. “I get the feeling that if I don’t really prepare my 
child for all that he’s worth, there’s going to be nothing for him,” Ken- 
nedy said. “It feels like there’s no security. So if he needs to be able to 
stand on his own two feet and use his wits, I’ve just got to make sure he 
gets an A on that history test!” 

She'd love to stop worrying. “But it takes courage,” she said. “You get 
so criticized for that.” 


That criticism for daring to defy the ideal mother is the flying shrapnel 
of the bloody mommy wars, which are fought on the battlefield of am- 
bivalence. The massive social upheaval of the latter half of the twenti- 
eth century that sent women to college and propelled them into the 
working world of men was so profound and came so fast that no one is 
sure what a “good” mother looks like anymore. Which mother repre- 
sents the “right” family values? What’s the “best” way to raise kids? The 
ambivalence keeps everyone looking over her shoulder, peering across 
her back fence, comparing, judging, competing, and running to check 
out the latest parenting fad in search of more certainty. Walk into any 
bookstore and you'll find shelves lined with twenty-five different books 
by twenty-five different authors urging you to parent in twenty-five 
different ways. Experts are followed with near fanaticism. I attended 
a class in Portland, Oregon, where an attachment parenting expert 
showed parents how to fashion slings, wraps, and carriers around their 
bodies to comfortably wear their increasingly heavy babies until the age 
of three. 

How to potty train, whether to breast- or bottle-feed, which kind of 
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diapers to use are all loaded subjects. Broaching them in public can be 
like taking the pin out of a grenade. You do so at the peril of ruining 
parties, destroying friendships, and seeing your confidence that you're 
doing the right thing utterly shredded. The combination of ambiva- 
lence and the American drive for success keeps everyone off-kilter. 
“We live in an achievement-oriented society,” said Sharon Hays, a soci- 
ologist and author of the seminal book on intensive mothering, The 
Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood. “It makes perfect sense that 
you have to pay attention to every new fad, to have knowledge of all the 
BEST new ways to parent, to not just be as good as the Joneses, but to 
be better parents than the Joneses.” 

It working mothers are judged as selfish women who abandon their 
children, then mothers at home are criticized as bad feminists. Though 
they're praised as better mothers, the work they do, not only at home 
but also keeping schools, churches, and community organizations 
running, remains unappreciated and invisible. Both sets contribute 
to the cult of intensive motherhood. What researchers will tell you is 
that educated at-home moms have turned motherhood into a profes- 
sion. And working moms overcompensate for their guilt by overdoing. 
Then both sides try to outdo the other (or at least keep up). And both 
get whipsawed by the culture’s schizophrenic ambivalence. Sociolo- 
gists analyzing mother magazines have found that while the articles 
tend to center on working mothers and dismiss at-home mothers as 
superficial, all the images glorify the domestic bliss created by the ideal 
mother.”° 

Just venture into the anonymous no-woman’s-land of parenting 
Listservs and mom blogs on the Internet and it can sometimes feel as if 
you've landed in the middle of a brutal Mothering Civil War. Every 
new study is quickly devoured and used as ammunition to shore up 
one’s position or hurl a new fusillade of abuse at the other. Working 
moms are happier!*! At-home moms cook, shop, and play more with 
their kids!*- Working moms are healthier! At-home moms’ kids are 
exposed to fewer germs!** Kathryn Masterson, a journalist and bewil- 
dered expectant mom, writing in D.C.’s City Paper brilliantly—and 
depressingly—captured this scarred landscape by tracking the anony- 
mous mortar attacks on the popular Listserv DC Urban Moms over... 
strollers. “Bugaboo is rich and trend-oriented. Maclaren is highly- 
educated upper-middle class. Graco is low class,” one mother wrote. 
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One self-described “highly educated” Tahoe-driving, quilted jacket- 
wearing Georgetown mother and Bugaboo owner let loose. “I don’t 
give a damn if you all judge me,” she wrote. “We probably wouldn't be 
friends if we met at the park and that’s fine too.” 

And the flame war was on. In nineteen pages of comments, mothers 
hurled assumptions about others’ class, education, income level, and 
the depth of their love for their children. Epithets began flying. Until 
the final death blow landed and silenced the stroller skirmish: “You are 
a planet killer, waste your money, and dress your kids funny. How can 
one not judge you?” 

‘The war of experts didn’t begin with this generation. Consider this 
bit of expert advice from Granville Stanley Hall, the founder of child 
psychology, in 1899: “All that rot they teach to children about the little 
raindrop fairies with their buckets washing down the window panes 
must go. We need less sentimentality and more spanking.” Luther Em- 
mett Holt, one of the founders of pediatrics, said that the less playing 
with infants the better. Screaming, he wrote, was “the baby’s exer- 
cise.” Up until the First World War, most middle-class households 
employed servants who, like Mary Poppins, did most of the child 
rearing—nearly half of all women who worked for pay at that time 
were domestics.”? When working-class women went to work in facto- 
ries and middle-class women were left to their own devices, experts 
warned that they were too emotional to parent and shouldn't “smother” 
children and should instead keep them to strict schedules.”*® 

That impersonal parenting approach was followed by a more per- 
missive era in the 1930s. That trend was quickly disparaged in Philip 
Wylie’s bestselling 1942 book, Generation of Vipers, which warned that 
too much mother love would “infantilize” children. The pendulum 
swung back with the self-sacrificing, indulgent TV mothers of the 1950s 
like Donna Reed. Then came the “benign neglect” of the 1960s. Then 
the women’s movement, parts of which denigrated marriage and mother- 
hood as institutions of an oppressive patriarchy, and now intensive 
mothering. 

These days, even as mothers put in extreme hours on the job, the 
New Domesticity movement urges the ideal mother to raise chickens, 
grow organic gardens, knit, can vegetables, and even homeschool her 
children. 

The number of children being homeschooled in America—two 
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million—equals the number attending charter schools.” And now, 
homeschooling mothers are not just religious, as was the case in the 
past. A growing number are like Lisa Dean, who graduated from Vassar 
and Georgetown Law and gladly gave up a stressful sixty-hour-a-week 
job as a real estate lawyer to homeschool her two children. When Dean 
founded the Columbia Homeschool Community in Maryland in 1999, 
she had four members. By 2012, when she hit 225 families and 500 
kids, she had to close the membership because the organization was 
getting too big. Homeschooling is a big industry now, with books, ma- 
terials, and special days set aside for homeschooler field trips at places 
like Colonial Williamsburg. “Homeschooling sucks up every moment 
of your life,” she told me. Dean recounted staying up until 4 a.m. pre- 
paring lessons. She’s the kind of teacher who, when they were studying 
Rembrandt, sewed a mop cap for her daughter so she could look like 
someone he might have painted. She had her kids dissect a cow’s eye- 
ball in the kitchen and has turned every vacation into an educational 
experience, with daily journaling and creative essays due afterward. 
She organized monthly homeschool get-togethers, homeschool proms, 
homeschool field days, homeschool Christmas pageants. She took her 
children to mosques when they studied Islam, started classes at 11 a.m. 
when their teenage brains needed more sleep, and had days when they 
all stayed in their pajamas and just read. She organized summer camps 
where kids played in the creek behind her house and when the cicadas 
swarmed, baked insect cookies with them. “Perhaps I’m guilty of being 
the worst helicopter parent ever,” she said. “But I don’t think I could 
have found a way to spend my time in any way that was actually more 
valuable.” 

So who's right? What’s best? More important, how do we stop this 
“perfect madness”? 


A group of mothers sits around a long table at a busy café in Portland, 
Oregon. For more than a year they've been coming together, quietly 
seeking refuge from the cult of intensive mothering all around them, 
trying to answer those questions. As they order organic hors d’oeuvres 
and glasses of wine, they explain how they've been exhausted by the 
mommy wars. They've driven the car pools, raced children to and from 
lessons, worried over homework, and flown mission after mission as 
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helicopter moms. They’ve known the fear, the guilt, the ambivalence. 
They've felt the competition from the parents who teach their sixth 
graders calculus to give them an edge. They’ve tried to be perfect. And 
they've had enough. They want to stop feeling, as one mother put it, 
that time is racing past “like a rabid lunatic,” and figure out not how to 
live up to the unreachable standards of the ideal mother, but how to set 
their own. 

Some mothers work full-time, others own their own businesses, 
work part-time, work at home, or care for their children full-time. 
They call their group Simplicity Moms, for yes, they, too, have been 
following an expert—one who advocates a style he calls Simplicity Par- 
enting. But, really, the book is cover, a reason to come together and, if 
only for an hour a week, step out of the mothering madness long 
enough to see how they got in and help one another find a way out. 
The Simplicity Moms live far from their own mothers, grandmothers, 
sisters, aunts, and the wise older women who could look at them with 
squinty eyes and, like Kesha’s mother, ask, “Who is it that’s coming up 
with these standards?” Then tell them to breathe. So they're trying to 
do that for one another. 

“Honestly, it’s not all that hard to just give in and go with the inertia,” 
one mother says. 

“Inertia?” I ask. “Isn't that the force that keeps you from moving?” 

“I mean the inertia of going along with doing what everyone else is 
doing,” she says. ““Have you signed up for this class?’ “Your children 
must do this.’ “They really should try that.’ It takes so much conscious 
effort to pull back.” 

Another mother, Jen Yoken, admits it took a hurricane to make her 
realize how unlivable her life had become. For two weeks, the family 
lived without power, sleeping on makeshift mattresses on the laundry 
room floor and eating out of whatever cans they had in their pantry. “T 
thought I would have a nervous breakdown at first, but then I realized 
I'd never felt calmer,” she says. “We lit candles. The kids set up a tent. 
We had no choice but to live simply.” And she wanted to keep that 
spirit alive once the power returned. 

Cassandra Dickson, a writer, attended Quaker schools, so she has 
always been drawn to the beauty of living a simple life. She was the one 
who first sought others who wanted out of intensive mothering. “It just 
seemed that there was this new kind of vertigo in the world and everyone 
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was thinking it was just them. There was a bit of a code of silence so 
no one could talk about it,” Dickson explains. “When you can share 
stories, when you can be vulnerable within a group, then you grow and 
feel stronger. There’s an opportunity to make real change, even if it’s 
small.” 

The Simplicity Moms will be the first to tell you they haven't figured 
it out yet. But they're trying. When I met with them, they had given 
one another an assignment to find time for themselves, which, most 
admitted, had never been a priority. 

“I sat on the landing in the sun, just trying to be present. Then I 
started feeling guilty, like ‘Oh, my gosh, I’m spending fifteen minutes 
trying to do nothing,” says Megan Galaher. “But at least I got my fifteen 
minutes in this week.” 

“It was supposed to be fifteen minutes a day,” says Dickson. 

They've worked to create rituals like regular family dinners as 
predictable “anchors” in the chaos and “islands of calm” of unsched- 
uled time for themselves, their children, and their families. Now that 
one of Dickson’s daughters has become swept up in competitive gym- 
nastics, Dickson makes sure the two have a quiet moment to share a 
pot of tea together. The mothers try to help one another see that the 
supercharged “special” moments they're always trying to pump up for 
their children are far less valuable than the beauty of the ordinary 
ones—the spontaneous dancing or the jokes that can break out while 
the family cleans the dinner dishes—moments of unadorned grace that 
unfold when you're not distracted and rushing into the next big thing. 

Mary-Beth Frerichs was in the process of simplifying her entire life 
when she joined the group. She quit her corporate job to start her own 
business. She let her son cut his activities to just one sport that he really 
liked. The group helped her to stop and think before she acted: “Do I 
really want to bake these cupcakes, or am I just doing it so people won't 
think I’m a bad mom?” She began saying no to invitations that felt like 
obligations. Slowly, the family found themselves in the middle of lin- 
gering weeknight dinners and taking spontaneous ski trips on the 
weekend because they didn’t have three other things on the calendar. 
“I'm feeling more than ever—more sadness, more joy. When I was on 
the treadmill, I just didn’t have the time,” she says, a little surprised. 
“Diteel niere a. alive?” 

Kathy Masarie, a pediatrician and parent coach, has been meeting 
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with the Simplicity Moms and urging them to keep on with their 
imperfect experiment, because taking on the ideal mother is hard to do 
alone. As social creatures wired to fit in with the crowd, sometimes the 
only way to push back against the craziness the crowd demands, she 
said, is to create a different, smaller crowd of your own. Do it, she said, 
to save not just your own sanity but also your children’s. “What this 
intensive mothering culture tells us is valuable is at discord with what 
really is valuable: Love your kids. Keep them safe. Accept them as they 
are. Then get out of their way.” 


I pull up to Sarah Blaffer Hrdy’s walnut farm in the foothills of the 
Vaca Mountains in northern California and park near a grove of ele- 
gant cypress trees. The hacienda-like house is open, gracious, and filled 
with the colorful folk and tribal art she’s collected during more than 
thirty years of fieldwork studying the mothering of monkeys, apes, and 
other primates in order to better understand the maternal behavior of 
our own primate species. Hrdy, a Harvard-trained evolutionary an- 
thropologist, member of the National Academy of Sciences, professor 
emeritus at the University of California, Davis, and one of the world’s 
foremost experts on mothering, leads me into her large farm kitchen. 
She corrals her enthusiastic Rhodesian ridgebacks, pours me a cup of 
coffee, and slides me a bow! of walnuts. 

I had sought out Hrdy because, to be honest, after my afternoon 
with Pat Buchanan and my foray into intensive mothering, I was con- 
fused. Was it better, indeed “natural” as some argued, for mothers to 
stay home with their children? Were women, as one of my at-home 
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mother friends liked to argue, simply biologically “wired” to be the pri- 
mary caretaker, so why fight it? Should I, like the self-sacrificing “Angel in 
the House” from the popular Victorian poem by Coventry Patmore that 
Virginia Woolf railed against, just quit the job? Sit in the draft? Take the 
smallest serving? Eat the burned toast? Drive the car pool? Wear those 
helicopter wings with pride? Was this whole endeavor to understand time 
at work, at home, and whether I, as a mother, deserved to have time to 
play somehow just a futile and ill-advised upending of the natural order? 

Tall, willowy, and soft-spoken, with a hint of her Texan upbringing, 
the sixty-five-year-old Hrdy wants me to look at a photograph of a 
!Kung woman. The woman, part of a hunter-gatherer tribe in the Kala- 
hari Desert in Africa who live much like early humans did some two 
hundred thousand years ago in the Pleistocene era, is eight months preg- 
nant. She carries a twenty-five-pound bag of mongongo nuts she’s gath- 
ered and a five-pound bag of water and food. Her thirty-pound 
four-year-old son rides on her shoulders. Hrdy estimates the mother has 
carried the boy about forty-nine hundred miles so far in his lifetime. 

“This is a working mother,” she says. “The whole idea that mothers 
stayed at camp and the men went off to hunt? No way! These women 
were walking thousands of miles every year with their children. Or if it 
was not safe, they were leaving them back at camp.” She pauses to drive 
that point home: Sometimes mothers left their children back at camp. 
The children were with their fathers, older siblings, grandparents, rela- 
tives, and other trusted, nurturing adults—people Hrdy calls “allopar- 
ents” (“allo” means “other than” in Greek). “It’s natural for mothers to 
work. It’s natural for mothers to take care of children,” she says. 
“What’s unnatural is for mothers to be the sole caretaker of children. 
What’s unnatural is not to have more support for mothers.” And not 
just mothers who work outside the home. “Moms who stay at home 
still need and deserve a lot of help,” she says. 

With so much support from alloparents early in human evolution, 
mothers’ lives were more integrated between work and home, she says. 
“What’s different today is that the workplace is no longer compatible 
with being a mother. It’s as simple as that.” 

It’s not so much that women are wired to be mothers—in fact, Hrdy 
argues in her pioneering book Mother Nature that women aren't. They 
are wired to have sex. And if there’s enough fat on her and she’s ovulating, 
she'll get pregnant. That’s why human babies evolved to be born roly- 


192 OVERWHELMED 


poly and so darn cute, she says. That’s why they are so good at staring 
deeply into adult eyes and reading emotions. To survive, human babies 
early on had to learn to counteract what Hrdy calls natural maternal 
ambivalence until they could latch on and breast-feed and the flood of 
milk-producing prolactin and feel-good oxytocin hormones coursed 
through a mother’s body and bonded her to the baby. 

And now, science is discovering that men, too, are wired to bond 
with and nurture babies. For years, the fact that some men gain weight 
and experience morning sickness while their wives or partners are 
pregnant—so-called couvade syndrome—was dismissed as psychoso- 
matic. That is, until scientists found that primates like male marmosets 
and cotton-top tamarins do the same thing. Researchers are now finding 
that fathers, like mothers, produce high levels of the hormones cortisol 
and prolactin. Cortisol, the fight-or-flight stress hormone that, when it’s 
constantly flooding the body, can cause so much damage, is also linked 
to infant bonding and empathy. Prolactin, which stems from the word 
“lactate,” is what stimulates breast milk for a woman and, for a man, is 
associated with greater responsiveness to a baby’s cry. A father’s level of 
the aggressive male hormone testosterone drops by about one-third in 
the first three weeks after a child’s birth. And brain studies in certain 
primates are finding that fatherhood enhances regions needed for plan- 
ning and memory, two critical parenting skills.! What does that mean? 
Male parental care is so important that their bodies physically change to 
adapt to it. “Men,” Hrdy says, “have tremendous capacity for nurture.” 

How is it, then, that mothers have come to be seen as the “natural” 
carers? Time, Hrdy says. There is no doubt that there are biological dif- 
ferences between men and women, though both have innate nurturing 
instincts that await “activation.” Whatever brain gender differences 
may exist, solid neuroscience has found that it’s not so much that men 
and women are born with different brain wiring but that, over time, 
the malleable brain is more likely to be shaped by life experiences.’ 
Hrdy argues that with time and experience, what may start as slight 
differences between men and women—regardless of whether they're 
biologically innate or socially programmed—become magnified. And 
that was as true in the Pleistocene era when men left camps for extended 
periods to hunt as it is today, when men are still largely expected to be 
breadwinners going off to work. 

Once a baby is born, Hrdy says, women don’t just instinctively 
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know what to do. But with extended time alone with the new baby— 
brought on typically because of breast-feeding, maternity leave, and 
custom—they learn through trial and error and experience. So they're 
able to clue in faster than men to what a baby needs. Most men simply 
have not had as much time on their own, she argues, to develop the 
same competence and confidence. And when fathers do have time and 
proximity to their children, they are far more likely to actively share in 
raising them. Researchers studying the Aka pygmies of Central Africa 
found that when a family lives near a mother’s kin, her extended fam- 
ily helps so much that the father cares for his children only about 
2.6 percent of the time. But when the family lives near his family, where 
she has less support and his becomes critical, he takes on nearly two- 
thirds of the care.? 

To test the theory that time and experience are what magnify even 
small differences, Hrdy explains that social scientists timed response 
rates in new parents. Both mothers and fathers responded in a flash 
when they heard a recording of a wailing baby. Hrdy snaps her fingers. 
But if the baby was merely fussy, the researchers found mothers re- 
sponded just a little bit faster.* (The opposite is true in the response 
times for primates like titi monkeys, Hrdy found, and titi infants “nat- 
urally” prefer their fathers.°) In humans, “the difference in response 
time is very small. The man has the capacity to respond, but her thresh- 
old is just a little lower,” Hrdy says. “What this means over time is, the 
baby frets and Mom picks the baby up and soothes the baby. The baby 
gets used to Mom. So then the dad comes and, if Mom isn't there, picks 
the baby up. The baby is not quite as familiar with the father and keeps 
on fretting. And the dad starts to think, ‘Why do I bother? The baby 
wants its mother.’ As [biologist] Ed Wilson put it, ‘At birth the twig is 
already bent a little bit.’ But through experience, over time, the gender 
gap widens.” Imagine, she says, if changing workplaces and gender 
norms enabled fathers to have more time alone early on with babies. 
“These are exciting times.” 

If humans are wired for anything, Hrdy argues, it’s to trust and care 
for one another. Infants have evolved to instinctively scan the world for 
people they can count on, appeal to, and elicit care from—not just par- 
ents, but alloparents. It’s an impulse, Hrdy says, born of a long human 
history of what she calls “cooperative breeding.” In brain scans of 
adults looking at images of babies’ faces, neuroscientists have found 
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that reward centers and brain regions associated with communication, 
attachment, and caregiving instantly activate. And not just in parents’ 
brains but also in the brains of adults with no children at all.° 
Other primates that share so much ancestral DNA with humans— 
chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans—leave the care of infants exclusively 
to the mother, as do about half of the 276 species of primates. So, since 
the time of Charles Darwin, mostly male scientists assumed the same 
was true for humans. But humans are different. Anthropologists study- 
ing primitive hunter-gatherer bands like the !Kung, Hadza, Aka, and 
Efe report that in every one, babies are passed around to others—both 
male and female—almost from the moment of birth. And everyone 
helps care for and feed the children. Among the Efe of Central Africa, 
researchers found that babies average fourteen different caretakers in 
the first days of life. By the time a child turns four, he or she will have 
spent 60 percent of his or her daylight hours in the arms of alloparents.’ 
How did that cooperation get started? Survival, plain and simple. 
“If mothers didn’t have social support from alloparents, they didn’t have 
children,” Hrdy says, “because the children would be dead.” 
Cooperative breeding, Hrdy argues, is responsible for the uniquely 
long human childhood and a key reason why humans developed such an 
enormous brain. In short, it is this very novel drive for people to share in 
the care and feeding of the young that made us human in the first place. 
She lays out her argument for me: No mammal in the world takes 
longer than humans to grow to adulthood. It takes more than thirteen 
million calories to raise a human child from infancy to independent 
adulthood. In the Pleistocene, as now with hunting-and-gathering so- 
cieties, meat from the hunt accounted for no more than 30 to 40 per- 
cent of those calories. “Hunting was always a very dicey occupation,” 
Hrdy says. “A man could go out for days and days and not come back 
with anything.” And when the hunters did return, the meat was often 
divided up with politics in mind—currying favor with this powerful 
male, repaying that friend, forging ties with another. So for a child to 
survive—and nearly half did not—they needed to get 60 to 70 percent 
of their diet from foraging. There was simply no way one mother could 
supply all that food on her own, or even a mother and a father. They 
needed the help of alloparents. So much so that anthropologist Kristen 
Hawkes, who observed that older Hazda women past childbearing age 
were the hardest-working and most efficient gatherers of food, came up 
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with the “grandmother hypothesis”—that human women, alone among 
primates, survive so long after menopause because they have been such 
valuable alloparents.® 

Sharing care and staving off starvation are what enabled human 
childhood to become long in the first place, Hrdy theorizes, just as the 
young of other animals that share care have longer periods of depen- 
dency. And that longer childhood, she says, “was a wonderful opportu- 
nity for big brains to evolve.” Sharing care may have also forced adult 
brains to become more sophisticated in order to cooperate and share 
information. Chimpanzees, with their mother-only care and shorter 
childhoods, she says, have brains that are two and a half times bigger 
than you'd expect, given the size of their bodies. Human brains are 
nearly seven and a half times larger.’ “Somehow the early Darwinian 
models just assumed humans evolved to have big brains because the 
males were going to be better hunters. Or we evolved to have big 
brains because the males were going to be better fighters,” Hrdy says. 
“What was going on with mothers and infants wasn’t taken into ac- 
count. Even though where the rubber hits the road is child survival. 
You could have all this mating and it doesn’t matter if none of those 
offspring survive.” 

Hrdy takes me on a walk outside through the walnut farm. She ex- 
plains that she began her own quest to understand motherhood after 
delivering the first of her three now grown children. She found her- 
self torn between desperately wanting to succeed in her career, feeling 
a “whirring resentment” of her husband who left for long periods of 
concentrated work every day, and being desperate to give her “luscious” 
newborn the best care. Hrdy herself was raised by a series of govern- 
esses. But at the time, she was deeply influenced by psychoanalyst John 
Bowlby’s new attachment theory—that the more responsive and con- 
sistent a mother is with an infant early on, the more secure the child 
will grow to be. (Bowlby later modified his view and came to realize, 
like Hrdy, the importance of alloparents.) Hrdy was worried. If she left 
her child to go to work and delegated care to others, would she be re- 
verting to the unenlightened ways of her mother’s generation or, worse, 
depriving her infant of emotional security? A nagging question lurked 
in the back of her mind: “Am I a bad mother?” 

Those conflicting feelings between wanting to work—in a demand- 
ing field with few women and fewer mothers—wanting a parenting 
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partner in her husband, and wanting to give her children the emo- 
tional security they needed, propelled thirty years of research that is 
now considered unparalleled in redefining our understanding of 
human evolution and the roles of mothers and fathers. “Even what I 
failed to learn in time to help me rear my own three children, I could 
pass on to others,” she writes in Mother Nature. 

She’s still a firm believer in attachment theory, but her own research, 
as well as her own experience with her husband and an array of loving 
child-care providers, nannies, au pairs, housekeepers, teachers, family 
members, and nurturing friends, showed her that infants and children 
develop emotional security from having close relationships to caring 
people around them. “It’s like I had a community helping me raise my 
children,” she says. As her children grew, her husband became the pri- 
mary parent on the weekends, allowing her uninterrupted time to con- 
centrate on her own thinking and writing. Her children did get the 
responsive and consistent care they needed, she says, they just didn’t 
get it only from her. “She’s a fabulous mother,” her daughter, Katrinka, 
a history teacher and crew coach in upstate New York has said. “She 
feels bad about the time when she was busy with research, but I don’t 
remember that.” 

For people living far from extended family or a “tribal” network of 
supportive alloparents, Hrdy says, it’s imperative to create your own. 

Even conservative Phyllis Schlafly raised her six children—and got 
a law degree and traveled the country giving speeches urging mothers 
to stay home, railing against feminism and working mothers, calling 
child care “stranger care,’ and organizing protests against the Equal 
Rights Amendment—with the help of alloparents. “She had domestic 
help . . . She wouldn’t have called them nannies, but she had people in 
her home,” Schlafly’s niece, writer Suzanne Venker, told the Los Ange- 
les Times. “Did she mention that fact enough to get her point across to 
young people about how she managed to do it? No, she did not.”!* 
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DADS WANT. 
TO RAVE IT ALL, TOO 


Were I Queen, my principal affirmative action plan would have 
three legs. First, it would promote equal educational opportu- 
nity, and effective job training for women, so they would not 
be reduced to dependency on a man or the state. Second, my 
plan would give men encouragement and incentives to share 
more evenly with women the joys, responsibilities, worries, 
upsets, and sometimes tedium of raising children from infancy 
to adulthood. (This, I admit, is the most challenging part of the 
plan to make concrete and implement.) Third, the plan would 
make quality day care available from infancy on. Children in 
my ideal world would not be women’s priorities, they would be 
human priorities. —Ruth Bader Ginsburg 


Two dads sit on blankets with their toddlers in a sunny park in Albu- 
querque at 3:30 one Friday afternoon. Todd Stenhouse holds his 
squirming son, Rhys, in his lap and reads him a thick colorful board 
book. Howard Kaibel feeds his daughter, Iris, pineapple slices from a 
Tupperware container. A third father arrives, carrying a big pink dia- 
per bag embossed with a giant purple elephant, and quickly drops the 
bag to run after his daughter, Lilly, as she totters toward the sandy 
playground and babbles gleefully about her new fuzzy hat. 

Kaibel and Stenhouse share a look. “Lilly's quite a talker. And she’s 
not yet two,” Kaibel says with just a hint of both admiration and worry. 
“Tris isn’t saying much yet.” Stenhouse assures him it’s absolutely normal 
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for toddlers to develop verbal skills at different rates. “Want to stand?” 
Stenhouse holds fourteen-month-old baby Rhys by the arms and lets 
him march his fat toddler legs. Now Stenhouse is the one chagrined. 
“He’s not walking yet,” Stenhouse says as he watches the girls wobble 
busily about the playground. This time, Kaibel is the one to offer assur- 
ance that that’s normal. For the next hour, the men push their children 
on swings, follow them on tricycles, answer each incessant question 
with patience, catch them before they fall—“Gotcha!”—dust them off 
when they don’t—“Baboom!”—and take their little ones on endless 
trips down the big red slide. With Kaibel, I stopped counting after 
seventeen. “Go down, Daddy! Go down!” Iris shouts again and again. 
Another father runs after his son, Benjamin. “Gotta make sure he doesn’t 
crap in his pants.” 

The men are part of an Albuquerque Dads Meetup group that Kaibel 
organized. Some of the forty or so dads in the group work part-time, 
like Kaibel. Some work full-time or flexible hours, like Benjamin’s dad. 
Some share equal loads of work and child care with their spouses, 
Kaibel says, like Lilly’s dad. Some are at-home dads, like a gay dad with 
triplets, and like Stenhouse, who lost his job in the mortgage industry 
when the market crashed in 2008. Others are shift workers, like a fa- 
ther who takes over child care when his wife works her nursing shifts. 
The dads are casual, texting one another before they head to the zoo, 
perhaps. When they get together, the men don’t talk a lot. The conver- 
sation usually drifts from what to do when there’s no changing station 
in the men’s bathroom to the latest hockey game. There is no competi- 
tion among them. Kaibel freely admits he’s terrible at dressing Iris and, 
for the longest time, put her clothes on backward or inside out. None of 
the other dads even noticed. “We all know we're going to do this our own 
way, Kaibel says. Though there is nervous laughter as dads recount 
sons or daughters slinging purses over their shoulders, like their wives 
do, and announcing, “I go work!” They are in uncharted territory, cast- 
ing off the ideal worker and provider father roles. And everyone’s a little 
off-balance. “It’s one of the big reasons I started the group,” Kaibel 
says. “I knew if I was having a tough time, others were, too.” 

Many of the men are flying blind, with no role models to guide them. 
When Kaibel was growing up in Minneapolis, his own father, a public 
defender and administrative law judge, worked constantly. Kaibel’s 
mother took care of the kids. When Kaibel became Iris’s primary 
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caregiver, his father wasn’t sure what to make of his son taking on 
something few men in his generation had. But as Kaibel became more 
assured—even getting written up by the local paper for hosting one of 
the first dads-only baby showers—so did his very traditional father. He 
posted that article all over his Facebook page, Kaibel says, and bragged 
about his son to his friends. When the dads of the Meetup come to- 
gether, they share a sense of relief. “It’s just nice to be with a group that 
encourages this behavior,” Stenhouse says, “where we're more accepted 
and not so out of the norm.” 

Because they don’t feel that they are just yet. “I was at a library with 
another dad, hanging out with our little girls on a Wednesday after- 
noon, and a mom came up to us and stared. She didn’t know what 
to make of us. Then she asked, “What do you call yourselves? ” Kaibel 
says, “Was I supposed to be something more than a dad? I just walked 
away. They get weird looks from moms and nannies on the play- 
ground and feel left out of all the Mommy and Me groups in the area. 
‘They bristle at the moms who try to make them feel guilty for not sign- 
ing their toddlers up for “enriching” activities like a popular Spanish 
class for babies. And don’t get them started on the latest attachment 
parenting craze of constant baby-wearing and breast-feeding. “In all 
the articles, where are the dads?” Kaibel says, outraged. “They're not even 
in the picture.” 

And men very much need to be in the picture if we are all to 
climb out of the overwhelm and redefine work, love, and play for 
everyone. 

Howard Kaibel didn’t choose to be a hands-on father. Kaibel, his 
ginger-colored hair cropped close, wears jeans, blue sneakers, a gray 
sweatshirt, and a small gold hoop through his nose. As he pushes Iris 
on a tire swing, she leans her head back and closes her eyes, giggling. 
Kaibel explains that after Iris was born, his wife, a teacher, stayed home 
to care for her during her first year. “I was noticing that Iris was getting 
more and more distant, that I was not one of the centers of her world. 
Mom was,” Kaibel says. He began writing a journal of what little he 
experienced of Iris’s life, so he wouldn't forget. “And I did what every 
dad in that situation does. I just said to myself, “Well, this is how it has 
to be. This is the cost of providing for your family.’ I had no idea my life 
would turn out so differently.” 

In 2008, Kaibel lost his job as the recession hit. So his wife went back 
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to work as a teacher and Kaibel took over child care for Iris, continuing 
to search for a job during the baby’s naptime. Though he has a master’s 
degree and has held responsible positions in businesses for years, more 
than 150 applications were rejected. After a few months of fruitless job 
searching, he felt lonely and isolated. He spent the day distracted and 
depressed, doing housework, grocery shopping, and caring for the baby. 
Then, he decided, as he says, to come out of his fog. If he was going to 
be Iris’s primary caregiver, he was going to embrace it wholeheartedly. 
He began a blog. He bought a bike seat and began taking Iris every- 
where. He came up with little rules—for every errand, a fun activity 
for the two of them. He started taking Iris to the library and to other 
children’s activities, but, as the only dad, he got tired of what seemed 
like the moms’ constant grousing about how little husbands helped at 
home. On one level, Kaibel says he got it. As he took over more domes- 
tic chores, he found himself upset when someone left a dirty towel on 
the floor expecting that he’d be the one to pick it up. “It’s disrespectful,” 
he says. And he and his wife, Laura, are still struggling to find their 
footing—with her working mother guilt, his inadequate provider guilt, 
their imperfect division of labor and hesitation to ask each other for 
help. “The marital structure will have to adapt and learn how to do this 
better,” he says. “And men will have to learn how to communicate better.” 

Though Kaibel continues to look for full-time work, he loves his new 
life. “Men are starting to realize, Wow, we lose this massive dimension 
of our relationship with our kids by just enslaving ourselves at work all 
the time,” he says. “And we're starting to figure it out, that we need to 
have that connection, too.” 


Some men have always been involved fathers. Others yearned to be. 
But all the heat and light of the national conversation on changing gen- 
der roles in recent decades has always centered on women: women’s 
education, women’s opportunities for engagement in the wider world, 
and arguing bitterly about whether mothers should work and the 
impossible double burden they carry if they do. The animating question, 
“What do women really want?” has always been posed with an under- 
tone of exasperation, as if women themselves didn’t know. The Bitch in 
the House raged that her man wasn’t sharing the load at home. But she 
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assumed it was because he simply didn’t want to and had the power not 
to. And while some of that undoubtedly was true, no one was looking 
at how perhaps men didn’t even think they had a choice, stuck at work 
and expected to work all hours as ideal workers and providers. In other 
words, no one has spent much time asking, “What do men really want?” 

The fact is, many men do want or need to be new dads. The U.S. 
Census Bureau reports that as many as one-third of all fathers with 
working wives—who are increasingly becoming equal earners if not 
primary breadwinners—routinely care for their children under age 
fifteen, up from one-fourth in 2002,! and half report taking an equal 
share of child-care responsibility, up from 41 percent in the 1990s.’ 
Although they still make up barely 1 percent of all married couples, 
couples where the men stay home to be the primary caregiver have 
doubled in recent years.’ What this all adds up to is the beginning of 
a potentially profound shift toward more equal parenting that could 
shake up calcified gender roles, topple the ideal worker, unstall the 
stalled gender revolution, and unwind the time bind. 

For years, most of the research about fatherhood has centered on 
the consequences of its absence in low-income communities. Much of 
the policy debate has involved divorced fathers’ custody rights. It wasn’t 
until the late 1990s that scientists began to more intently study how 
fatherhood profoundly changes men physiologically, and social scien- 
tists began picking up on surveys that showed fathers yearned to spend 
more time with their children. Thus began the research into what they 
called the nurturing “new father.”* Time studies began finding that fa- 
thers nearly tripled the amount of time they spend with their children 
from 1965 to 2000, and had done so even as the marriage rate fell and 
divorce rates and births outside of marriage soared.° By 2008, research- 
ers were finding that fathers with working wives were consistently do- 
ing more solo child care and taking more full responsibility for children 
than fathers with nonworking wives, especially when the children were 
infants and toddlers and time demands were greatest.° By 2011, studies 
picked up on the fact that more fathers in the United States, Germany, 
Norway, and the United Kingdom were becoming nurturing “new fa- 
thers,” but primarily on weekends.’ A series of time studies began 
emerging in the Nordic countries that found that fathers who took solo 
parental leave were more likely to spend more time with their children 
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and have close relationships with them as they grew, something I look 
at in chapter 11. Now that Iceland has a “use it or lose it” paid parental 
leave policy for fathers, nearly 90 percent of fathers take leave, a much 
higher percentage than before the policy. And three years after the 
birth of a child, instead of mom doing it all, a 2013 study found that 
nearly 60 percent of all couples equally shared childcare duties, about 
double the share of couples before the policy.” For couples who live to- 
gether, 70 percent were equally sharing the childcare load. The Nordic 
studies found fathers were also more likely to cut back on their work 
hours and to spend more time on housework—the first steps toward true 
gender equity with their partners.’ 

Brittany McGill, as a Ph.D. student at the University of Maryland, 
studied time diaries and found that trying to be new fathers at home 
and live up to the expectations of the ideal worker provider at work was 
creating the very same time insanity for fathers that working mothers 
began experiencing in the 1970s. McGill found that fathers who con- 
sidered themselves progressive, nurturing new dads spent the same 
amount of time on the job as traditional fathers, who saw their roles as 
providers. But the new fathers were spending as much as four more 
hours a week with their children, playing, taking part in “achievement- 
related activities,” and taking care of them. To make that kind of time 
for their children, she found that fathers, like working mothers had for 
decades, were giving up sleep, personal care, and leisure time.” In other 
words, they were becoming . . . overwhelmed. 

A Families and Work Institute survey found that not only had the 
number of fathers feeling stressed by the competing time demands of 
work and home increased, nearly doubling for fathers in double-earner 
couples from 1977 to 2008, but more fathers than mothers reported 
feeling conflicted about it. In their report, “The New Male Mystique,” 
they declared that men now, too, are suffering from the burden of try- 
ing to have it all. In two national surveys, Boston College’s Center for 
Work & Family found that a majority of fathers considered their role as 
a caregiver as important as being a breadwinner and that 53 percent 
would consider staying home to raise their children if they could swing 
it financially.” When the CDC asked people to respond to the state- 
ment in a national survey “It is more important for a man to spend a lot 
of time with his family than to be a success at his career,” more men 
than women, 75 to 68 percent, agreed or strongly agreed," 
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The new dad isn’t hard to see. He’s wearing his baby in a Snugli, like 
Will Arnett in Up All Night on TV, and marching through the park in 
a stroller brigade of dads, like in the movie What to Expect. By 2013, 
Meetup advertised four hundred different dad groups, like the one in 
Albuquerque, with close to thirty-five thousand members in ten differ- 
ent countries. And the web has exploded with daddy blogs where many 
now write of “daddy guilt.” 

The new dads are becoming influential voices for change. When 
Huggies aired a new ad showing an inept father trying to change a dia- 
per, a group of very adept new dads organized a protest against the 
outdated stereotype until Huggies removed the ad and apologized. 
Matt Schneider, one of the leaders of the biggest Dad Meetup group in 
the country, with close to seven hundred dads in New York City, was 
chatting with the CEO of Meetup.com about how important solo 
parental leave is for fathers to bond with their children and to set the 
division of labor in the house on a more equal footing from the start. 
As a result, the CEO instituted a four-week paid parental leave policy 
for new fathers. “It’s small compared to what mothers are getting,” 
Schneider said, “but it’s more than what other companies are offering.” 
Facebook, Google, Yahoo, and other high-tech firms are in the van- 
guard, and have begun giving fathers several weeks of paid parental 
leave. Other companies give fathers one week, one day, or no paid leave 
at all. At a high-profile White House Summit on Working Families in 
the summer of 2014, President Obama, in calling for paid parental 
leave for mothers and fathers, put the evolving role of fathers in the 
spotlight, saying, “A whole lot of fathers would love to be home for 
their new baby’s first weeks in the world.”!* Obama also signed a presi- 
dential memorandum giving all federal employees the right to request 
flexible work schedules.’ 

These dads are also spreading the word on once obscure research 
that has found that preschool children with more involved fathers show 
more cognitive competence, more self-control, more empathy, and less 
gender stereotyping than preschool children with less involved fathers. 
Adolescents with more involved fathers are more likely to have better 
self-esteem, self-control, social competence, and life skills—provided the 
father is not overly controlling or authoritarian." Surveys have found 
that girls are less confident than boys as early as in elementary school, 
and girls’ self-esteem continues to drop throughout high school. But 
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spending time with a loving father, researchers are finding, is an 
important factor in keeping a girl from losing her self-esteem and 
confidence once she hits puberty.” 

Many new dads tell researchers that having grown up with aloof or 
distant provider fathers, they want to be the kind of fathers they wish 
they'd had. Charlie, a new dad I spoke with, said he wasn’t sure what 
that would mean exactly, until he found himself all alone with a hun- 
gry, screaming baby. “When I first made the commitment to taking two 
months off for parental leave, it was really mostly for my wife. We'd 
agreed to try to share our lives as equitably as possible when we got 
married. It wasn’t out of any sort of deep-seated feeling of, ‘Oh, I want 
to spend all this time with my newborn, ” Charlie told me. The reality 
sank in on his very first day of leave. He'd already endured the pressure 
of having to ask for the leave from his boss. Though the new father 
parental leave policy had been on the books for years, Charlie was the 
first one ever to ask to use it. And now he couldn't get his daughter to 
take a bottle. “I called my wife about 3 o'clock, saying, ‘If she doesn’t take 
this bottle, she’s going to starve!’ My wife was on the verge of coming 
home.” He felt out of his element and, after only seven hours on the job, 
like a complete failure. “I told my wife, ‘Let me give it one more shot. 
And by the end of the day, my daughter and I had figured out how to 
do this together. That was a huge moment for me. That’s when it really 
hit. ‘Wow! This is really my kid’ It was the start of something really 
special, a really close father-daughter relationship. And I have that with 
both my daughters now.” 


One afternoon, when Tessa was in third grade, I was stressed out of my 
mind, working on a deadline story about an alleged Somali war crimi- 
nal, when our high school babysitter called at the last minute to say she 
couldn’t pick up Tessa from school and get her to her ballet class. The 
class was at 4:30, an impossible time for most working parents. And, 
without giving it a second thought, I began making plans to take her 
myself. 

By the time I'd rushed to get her from school, flew home, and threw 
a snack at her while frantically juggling my BlackBerry, we had all of 
about eight minutes to dash across town and get her to class. She saun- 
tered down the stairs after taking forever to pull on her little pink tights 
and announced that her teacher now required her hair to be in a bun. 

“I thought a headband was okay.” 

“My hair got too long last week.” 

“And youre telling me this now? We have to go! NOW!” 

She crossed her arms and raised one eyebrow. “But the teacher said.” 

The BlackBerry started ringing again. My heart raced. My head hurt. 

I cursed. “Forget the teacher. Get in the car.” 

As I careened across town, I have to confess, I wondered for a milli- 
second if we could squeeze in a stop at CVS to buy hairpins. When we 
blew past it, she shot daggers at me from the backseat. I'd had it. 

“Tessa! Your mother works for one of the best newspapers in the 
COUNTRY,” I started in. “I am working on a FRONT-page story on 
DEADline. I am taking time out of MY busy day to get YOU to YOUR 
ballet class. I would think you'd at least be GRATEFUL.” 

Silence. 
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Then came a steely little voice from the backseat: “What about The 
New York Times?” 

The story has gone down in family lore as an example of Tessa’s 
pluck. But over time, I’ve become more disturbed by it. Not by her be- 
havior. By mine. Why did I automatically assume that when the baby- 
sitter couldn’t make it, 7 had to step in? Had my poisonous guilt, my 
desire to be the perfect mother, the blind panic not to disappoint 
my children or have them miss out because I wasn’t home all the time 
so clouded my vision that I couldn't even see how insane that decision 
was? But more important, what was I teaching her? Beyond giving her 
a working mother role model of an angry, cursing, crazy harpy, | was 
teaching her that she was at the center of the universe. Far from the 
lesson I thought I was teaching her—to stick with something and not 
become a quitter—I was teaching her the opposite. I was teaching her 
that she was entitled. 

When I began this search for time to work, love, and play, I ran into 
my friend Deb. She, like me, was tearing her hair out. She found herself 
driving car pools all over creation, pulled into the competitive world of 
her kids’ travel sports teams, music lessons, and playdates, and caring 
for a special needs child. “All this rushing around,” she said. “Just tell me 
if it’s worth it.” 

So this is for Deb: No. No, the research shows, it’s not worth it. Not 
if its making everybody crazy, no one is having any fun, there’s no 
time to connect, adults are losing their identities in the service of their 
children, children think the world exists to serve and entertain them, 
and there’s no space for anybody to .. . just be. Middle-class parents are 
now so “child-centered” that they may be fostering a “dependency 
dilemma” and raising youths who can’t think, make decisions, and 
venture out on their own. That’s the conclusion of researchers at UCLA’s 
Center on the Everyday Lives of Families after studying thirty-two dual- 
income, middle-class families in L.A. Both mothers and fathers felt 
guilty when work intruded on family life. They felt pressured to create 
“perfect” family time together. These parents, researchers observed, 
sought to make their kids happy by buying them a lot of stuff, giving in 
to their demands, and never asking them to help with chores. They’re 
hardly the only ones. Economists have found that advertisers spent $16 
billion a year marketing to guilty parents and acquisitive kids, and that 
the average American child receives about seventy new toys a year.! 
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“We may have reached a tipping point,” anthropologist and study di- 
rector Elinor Ochs has said. “Perhaps we’ve moved from being child- 
centered to being child-dominated.”* 

Research shows that encouraging kids to participate in activities 
they like is important, but that cramming more stuff onto the schedule 
is not better.’ And there’s good evidence that it makes things worse. And 
all that bright, zingy addictive technology we give them to make them 
happy, to keep them quiet when we're busy, that we ourselves are ad- 
dicted to, is making us all more impatient, impulsive, forgetful, and self- 
centered.* “Were exhausting ourselves,” pediatrician and parenting 
educator Kathy Masarie had told me, “and creating an inferior product.” 

For years, Suniya Luthar, a psychologist at Columbia University’s 
Teachers College, and her colleagues have been tracking groups of chil- 
dren, from both the impoverished inner city and the affluent suburbs 
of New York City. What she found came as a shock: Affluent kids are 
two to three times more likely to suffer from depression, anxiety, and 
high levels of distress than kids living in harsh urban poverty. And 
wealthy kids were more likely to use drugs and alcohol.’ 

“Tm one of these parents,” she admitted. (She texted me from the 
beauty salon where she'd taken her daughter to get her hair done for 
prom.) “So I’m certainly not going to be casting stones. But the subcul- 
ture we live in can be very noxious.” It’s a fiercely competitive sub- 
culture, she said, that values material success and is convinced that 
means getting your kids into one of the handful of slots at an “elite” 
college. “We are manufacturing this madness.” 

In the process, time for many children has become structured, or- 
ganized, and accounted for down to the minute. In 1981, children be- 
tween the ages of six and twelve enjoyed fifty-seven hours of free time 
a week. By 2003, it had dropped to forty-eight hours. Time to play 
sports, visit others for playdates, and play in general has fallen. In 2003, 
children spent only about twenty-five minutes a week playing outside. 
Instead, children are studying more, reading more, and watching TV.° 
Parents’ hovering and fears of a dangerous world full of strangers have, 
researchers found, shrunk childhood “habitats.” Where a generation 
ago, as Karen Graf’s mother recalled, children may have roamed 
freely for miles and spent hours outdoors, making up games and play- 
ing pickup ball games, today, many children’s zones of independence 
extend no farther than the end of the block,’ and only 6 percent of 
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children between the ages of nine and thirteen play outside on their 
own in a typical week.* Organized sports leagues have become so 
structured that there’s little room for fun. Kid participation peaks at 
age eleven.” 

Jean Twenge, a psychology professor at San Diego State University 
and author of Generation Me, has found in her research that five times 
as many high school and college students are depressed and anxious 
today than were youths during the Great Depression. Today’s overheli- 
coptered children, bred on parental overpraise and the worship of self- 
esteem, are entitled, spoiled, self-centered, value being rich, have inflated 
egos, and feel... miserable.” They feel they don’t have the power to 
control their own destiny, Twenge reports, so they tend to be cynical 
and feel easily victimized. And having been so programmed all their 
lives, they hit young adulthood and aren't even sure of what they like, 
much less who they are. All that schlepping around in the car, from 
voice lessons to the tutor to baseball practice, doesn’t build the intimacy 
or the independence that gives rise to a quality that researchers are find- 
ing is key to both success and happiness. A quality they call grit. 

Grit is the ability to set your mind to something and stick with it 
when the going gets hard. Studies have found that the more grit chil- 
dren have, the higher their grade point average, the more likely they 
are to get through a tough program, outrank others on competitions 
like the National Spelling Bee, be better educated, and have a more 
stable career. Grit is a better indicator of success, these studies found, 
than either SAT score or IQ." The more grit, the more likely you are to 
follow a passion, persevere, and do the sometimes arduous work on 
your own to reach a goal. And the more you do that, research shows, 
the more likely you are to be happy.’* And isn’t that what we all say we 
want for our kids? 

Christine Carter, a social scientist with the Greater Good Science 
Center at the University of California, Berkeley, is part of the growing 
Positive Psychology movement. She studies that ephemeral state we 
call happiness and how to raise happy children. In our single-minded 
focus on our kids’ achievement, we have it all backward, she says as we 
watch the sun set over the San Francisco Bay from the window of her 
bungalow in the Berkeley hills. “The underlying American assumption 
is, if our kids get into a great college, they'll get a great job, then they'll 
be happy,” Carter says. “But that’s not necessarily true. What we need to 
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be parenting for is happiness first. Focusing on grit becomes more 
about them fulfilling their own potential rather than honing showy skills 
that look spectacular on a college admission application.” 

That’s because achievement, all that showy résumé building, does 
not necessarily lead to happiness. Instead, she says, feeling positive and 
happy in the first place is what fosters achievement. A meta-analysis of 
225 studies on achievement, success, and happiness by the psychologist 
Sonja Lyubomirsky of the University of California, Riverside, found 
that happy people, those who are comfortable in their own skin, are more 
likely to have “fulfilling marriages and relationships, high incomes, 
superior work performance, community involvement, robust health and 
a long life” —in other words, success.” And that positive, happy state, she 
says, arises from grit. 

Grit isn’t something you're born with, Carter says. It’s something 
you can learn and exercise, like a muscle. If you're a parent, you can 
teach grit. How? Let your children struggle. A little challenge, a little 
anguish, even, is good for them. When children learn to resolve their 
own conflicts, without Mom or Dad swooping in to the rescue, they 
build grit, self-confidence, and the creative problem-solving skills that 
lead to higher academic achievement."* Teach them to try new things, 
she says, to take risks, follow inklings, see if they turn into passions, 
work hard, maybe master something, maybe make mistakes, but love 
the journey itself, not the reward. 

Carol Dweck, a psychologist at Stanford, has spent years studying 
mind-sets. In one experiment, she and her research team gave kids a 
short test and then praised them. To one group, they said, “Oh, you must 
be very smart,” an attitude they said reinforces a “fixed mind-set”— 
that one’s abilities are inherent and set in stone. To another group, they 
said, “You did really well, you must have worked really hard.” That kind 
of praise, they said, reflects a “growth mind-set”—or someone who 
believes that success is a result of grit, effort, and hard work rather than 
innate aptitude. The researchers then offered the two groups a second 
test. The children could choose an easier puzzle or a harder one. The ma- 
jority of kids who were praised as “very smart” opted for the easier 
puzzle. They were afraid, Carter explains, of making a mistake and be- 
ing “found out” as not so smart after all. But 90 percent of the kids whose 
grit had been praised chose to tackle the harder puzzle and keep learn- 
ing. “When youre growth oriented, you're driven by love, passion, and 
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who you are,” she says. “When youre in a fixed mind-set, you tend to 
perfectionism. You're driven by fear and who you think other people 
want you to be. And perfectionists, by definition, can never be satis- 
fied. They’re never happy.” 

To raise “gritty,” happy kids, Carter teaches parents to first lose the 
self-sacrifice. Depressed parents have been linked to negative behav- 
iors in their kids, she says, while positive emotions tend to be conta- 
gious.'° So it’s important that parents start by taking care of themselves 
and their marriages or partnerships. She advises families to become 
more mindful of how they spend their time and how they talk to one 
another, to build support networks, create easy routines, meaningful 
rituals, and savor the small moments of connection. 

And most important, teach them gratitude. “Teach your kids to count 
their blessings,” Carter says. Adults who often feel grateful are more 
generous, more empathetic, and “have more energy, more optimism, 
more social connections and more happiness than those who do not,” 
wrote Melinda Beck in The Wall Street Journal, reporting on a decade 
of gratitude research. “They are also less likely to be depressed, envi- 
ous, greedy or alcoholics. They earn more money, sleep more soundly, 
exercise more regularly and have greater resistance to viral infections.””® 
And, Beck writes, researchers are beginning to find the same benefits 
in children. “Kids who feel and act grateful tend to be less materialis- 
tic, get better grades, set higher goals, complain of fewer headaches and 
stomach aches and feel more satisfied with their friends, families and 
schools than those who don’t.” 

As we talk, Carter’s two daughters burst in the door with Carter’s 
parents. The divorced Carter says she works hard to create her own 
family’s “happiness habits”—like sharing three good things that hap- 
pened during the day before bed. Human happiness is built not on indul- 
gence, she says, but on meaningful connections with other humans. And 
for kids—as well as adults—you develop those connections, you foster 
creativity, build grit, and become most fully yourself—in imaginative, 
joyful, unstructured free time devoted to . . . play. 


PART FOUR 


PLAY 


HYGGE IN DENMARK 


The gross national product does not allow for the health of our 
children, the quality of their education or the joy of their play. 
It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength 
of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the 
integrity of our public officials. It measures neither our wit nor 
our courage, neither our wisdom nor our learning, neither our 
compassion nor our devotion to our country, it measures every- 
thing in short, except that which makes life worthwhile. 
—Robert F. Kennedy 


It’s 3:25 on a rainy Friday afternoon in Copenhagen. Vibeke Koushede 
leaves her office at the National Institute of Public Health and expertly 
steers one of the few small minivans in sight through the narrow medi- 
eval streets, wedges the van into a parking spot, and dashes across the 
street to pick up her five-year-old twins. The two go to a public kinder- 
garten in the country about twenty miles outside of the city, where the 
children play all day in the forest and fields. Although the kindergar- 
ten after-care program is open until 5 p.m., most Danes work flexible 
schedules, as she does, Vibeke explains, and pick up their children be- 
tween 3:30 and 4. Danes view the hours of 5 to 8 as almost sacred fam- 
ily time, she says. After that, kids go to bed and parents have evenings 
together or often fire up computers and do more work at home. “By 4:30, 
the little chairs have already been stacked on desks, the floors have 
been swept. There’s never more than one or two kids left waiting. And 
you never want to be that parent.” 

Vibeke smiles and nods in greeting to the dozen or so other parents 
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who stand on the sidewalk under umbrellas or, clad in Gore-Tex, lean 
on rain-soaked bikes. Half are mothers, half are fathers. 

The kindergarten teacher, a male “pedagogue,” leads the children 
off the bus. After quick hugs, Vibeke’s twins, Gustav and Bertram, are 
soon strapped into their car seats and she’s back at the wheel, wending 
through traffic to the school her seven-year-old son, Luca, attends. To- 
day is her “short” workday. She and her husband, Seren, trade short and 
long workdays so that one parent can concentrate uninterrupted and 
the other can make sure all four kids are home by 4:30 p.m. 

She arrives at Luca’s school, finds another impossible parking spot, 
and begins to spring through the rain toward the school, leaving her 
twins behind in the car. 

Vibeke, thirty-seven, dressed in tight black jeans and sparkly silver 
Converse sneakers, her curly long blond hair flying, looks back at me, 
where I hesitate near the car with the twins. “I’m sure, as an American, 
this seems pretty weird to you.” 

I nod uncomfortably. Images from the evening news flash before 
my eyes: the woman who left her baby in her car to dash in to the dry 
cleaner who wound up being dragged down the street when a carjacker 
took off with the car and the baby. Elizabeth Smart. Jaycee Duggard. 
The forlorn kids on milk cartons. The steely glare of Nancy Grace and 
the judgmental bad-mommy police... 

Vibeke smiles. “It’s okay. In Denmark, everyone does it all the time.” 

I notice an unattended pram with huge buggy wheels in a nearby 
doorway. Inside, under a plastic rain visor, a baby sleeps peacefully. It’s 
a sight that would become familiar over the next few days. “We think 
it’s better for them not to be disturbed and to get fresh air,” one parent 
would later explain as we threaded our way into a restaurant for brunch 
through unattended strollers parked nonchalantly in front of the 
building like a row of oversize flowerpots. Inside Luca’s school, the air 
smells wonderfully of cinnamon and apples. A teacher holds out a tin of 
blackened muffins the children have baked as part of the after-school 
program. “They're burned. But we had a lot of fun and laughed a lot,” 
she says. “And they got to learn that some things in life don’t always 
work out perfectly, but you can have a good time anyway.” Luca, who 
had been lounging in a cushy loft with his best friend, Inez, asks for a 
playdate with her, so Vibeke stuffs two more children into the van and 
heads home. 
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Their apartment in an old factory building in the immigrant-heavy- 
turning-trendy neighborhood of Nørrebro, is like Ikea heaven. With 
floor-to-ceiling windows, it is airy and light filled. Footholds for rock 
climbing adorn one wall, and on another, whimsical silhouettes of ani- 
mals and mythical creatures dance about above sayings like, “The future 
belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.—Eleanor 
Roosevelt.” Scooters stand at the ready near a giant goose floor lamp. 
The apartment is open, compact, playful, inviting, immaculate, and 
uncluttered. 

I am struck for the first but certainly not the last time as I began 
to visit more Danes’ homes that there is no junk. Where are the cities 
made of paper towel tubes, cardboard, and tissue paper? The giant pink 
Barbie Dreamhouse? The snaking tracks of Thomas the Tank Engine? 
The glittery butterflies made out of coat hangers? The macaroni art- 
work? The balls of smelly socks by the door? I began to wonder if the 
Danes had figured out how to create black holes for all those plastic 
toys, childhood masterpieces, endless math worksheets, and streams 
of catalogs, credit card offers, and coupon inserts behind those mini- 
malist cabinets. I was assured again and again that Danes simply do 
not buy, produce, or save as much stuff. 

The children, with one look from Vibeke, set the table for a snack of 
apples and juice. When they're finished, they all, with one word, clear 
their plates and set them in the sink, then run off to build a giant fort 
with blankets and pillows. I raise my eyebrows, thinking of all the nag- 
ging I do to get my children to help with chores. “Tve got four boys and 
this is what I’m teaching my sons—that helping out around the house 
is what you do when you have a family,” she says firmly. A large chalk- 
board on one wall keeps track of the family schedule. There's a potluck 
dinner with friends in the neighborhood every Monday, swimming 
lessons for the young boys—when she and her husband usually go for a 
run or walk around a nearby lake—and volleyball practice that her 
teenage son gets himself to and from on public transportation. There 
isn't a whole lot else on it. I ask Vibeke if that means she has some time 
to herself. She said she and her husband keep to a strict 8 p.m. bedtime 
for the children in order to spend the evenings together. “And some- 
times my husband will kick me out of the house and tell me to go for 
a run or take time for myself,” she says, recounting how her husband 
really wanted to go on the boys’ Boy Scouts camping trip one recent 
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weekend and, when she didn’t, encouraged her to go with a friend to 
a spa instead. Taking time for friends is a priority for both her and 
her husband, as is taking leisure time for themselves. They take a short 
trip together at least twice a year. “We both know that taking time for 
ourselves means we'll come back to the family refreshed. We're better 
parents when we have a break.” 

I have come to Denmark because the Australian sociologist Lyn 
Craig’s time studies found that Danish mothers have the most leisure 
time of mothers in any country she studied—as much as an hour more 
leisure a day than mothers in the United States, Australia, and France and 
an hour and a half more than Italian mothers. At six hours and twelve 
minutes of leisure a day, Danish mothers have nearly the seven hours 
that Danish fathers have and more leisure time than the fathers in all 
the other industrial countries Craig looked at. One and a half hours of 
a Danish mother’s leisure time every day is spent in “pure” or child-free 
time to themselves. That’s more pure leisure than everyone else Craig 
studied, save Danish and Italian fathers. American mothers, who 
spend the most leisure time of any parents studied with their children, 
Craig found, spend the least amount of leisure time without them. 
American mothers, on average, have about thirty-six minutes a day to 
themselves.' And it’s not like Danish mothers are bonbon eaters. Den- 
mark has one of the highest maternal employment rates in the world, 
with more than 80 percent of mothers with children under fifteen in 
the workforce.’ I came here to see just exactly how they do it and to 
find out what having leisure time means. Are mothers less over- 
whelmed? Is everyone happier? And, more important, is there any- 
thing to learn? 

By 5:05, Seren walks in the front door. Seren is head of the Speaker’s 
Office in the Danish parliament. He says he left work at 4:30 and cycled 
home about three miles in the rain just to be home in time. 

In time for what? I ask. 

“My favorite exercise class,” Vibeke says with a smile. She kisses her 
husband and dashes out the door. 

Soren changes into a gray T-shirt and black jeans, walks to the fridge 
in the large open kitchen, and pulls out a bowl of dough, which he’d 
made that morning at 5:45. He begins kneading it to make pizza for 
dinner. The kids are settled in front of the TV for their Friday after- 
noon hour of their favorite Lucky Luke cartoon. Nestled on the gray 
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couch, seven-year-old Luca gives Inez a foot rub. Søren is tall and slim 
with soft brown hair. Cooking, taking care of kids, and working around 
the house are just natural for Danish men like him, he explains, as he 
adjusts his glasses with the back of his flour-dusted hand. Both his par- 
ents had careers, and his father spent more time in the kitchen than his 
mother. Plus, he’s liked making pizza ever since he learned how in the 
home ec class that every Danish boy and girl is required to take in 
school. “I intuitively found it very natural to take part at home because 
that’s what I saw,” he tells me as he rolls out the dough and places pep- 
peroni slices in a circle. “Growing up, I always imagined I would have 
a career. I always expected to have a well-educated wife who would 
have a career of her own as well. For me, it would have been very odd to 
have a wife who didn’t have her own perspective or who didn’t develop 
her own skills. I find it very much part of human nature—to want to 
achieve something. For me to do all the work and have a wife doing 
everything at home would be strange for me. And we know very, very 
few couples like that.” 

In an hour, the pizzas are warm and bubbling. The kids have set the 
table. Vibeke walks in, beaming and glowing, bike helmet under her 
arm. Over dinner, I ask them what it is, exactly, that enables Danish 
mothers—and fathers—to have more leisure time than parents in other 
countries, and more leisure time to themselves. 

The Koushedes exchange a look. Well, first, they say, Americans seem 
to value achievement above all, and Danes make it a priority to live a 
good life. “Here, you get a lot of status from what you do in your leisure 
time,” Vibeke says, pouring wine for the adults and milk for the chil- 
dren. “The papers are filled with stories about people doing interesting 
things with their leisure,” Vibeke says. “Sometimes I look at Facebook 
and wonder if anybody ever works.” 


Work 


Danes don’t live to work. Danes work hard, the Koushedes insist, but 
they work in a very focused way. Lunch is usually no more than half an 
hour, and many companies provide a healthy smorgasbord of dark 
bread, smoked meats, vegetables, fresh fruit, and salad for their work- 
ers. Most Danes work the standard thirty-seven hours a week, Soren 
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explains, from 9 to 4:24 every day. “Which, if you multiply by five days, 
comes out to exactly thirty-seven hours.” Long hours are actually out- 
lawed for most workers under the European Union’s Working Time 
Directive (executives, entrepreneurs, hospital workers, and others are 
exempt). Though Europeans worked longer hours than Americans un- 
til as late as the 1960s,* now, no European is allowed to work more than 
forty-eight hours a week.* (The French government cut work hours to 
thirty-five a week in 2000.° German unions have negotiated the right 
to shorter hours—the “work less, work all” Kurzarbeit philosophy—in 
order to cut unemployment and share work among more workers.° 
One Swedish city, Gothenburg, began experimenting with a six-hour 
workday for civil servants in the summer of 2014.’ Only Britain has an 
exception to the directive, with the caveat that workers can’t be forced 
to work more than forty-eight hours.*) In Denmark, there isn’t a whole 
lot of joking around the watercooler or Facebook checking in the of- 
fice, they explain. You do your work and you go home. “Some of my 
colleagues who are the highest achieving and most productive pick up 
their children at 4 or 4:30 every day,” Soren says. “No one works at the 
office until 6, 7, or 8 o'clock just to show they're there. We tend to focus 
on what needs to get done and just do it.” 

Flexible work to fit around one’s life, in the jobs where it’s possible, 
is the norm, the Koushedes explain. Workplaces tend to be flat, with- 
out a lot of layers of management, which gives workers more auton- 
omy.’ Some companies send workers home with dinner or do laundry 
for them because, Vibeke says, the feeling is that if workers have a life 
and are happy, they do better work. Most Danes don’t feel obligated to 
check their smartphones and e-mail after hours. In fact, they say, people 
who put in long hours and constantly check e-mail after hours are seen 
not as ideal worker warriors, as in America, but as inefficient. 

Most Danes also have six weeks of paid vacation every year, one of 
the most generous vacation policies of any in the world,” and, unlike 
Americans, most people take every minute of it. The Koushedes go 
camping as a family the first week in summer after school is out. And 
they spend several weeks, as do many Danes, at a rustic summer cot- 
tage out in the country where the kids roam freely and pass long, lazy 
days in nature. Twelve public holidays, including General Prayer Day 
and Whit Sunday and Monday—or Pentecost—add two weeks of paid 
time off." (The United States has eleven federal holidays, including July 
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4th, Veterans Day, and Presidents’ Day.) “The feeling here is that people 
have a right to take vacation,” Søren says. Adds Vibeke, “With only two 
weeks off a year, like some of our friends get in America, I would think 
you would just run down.” 

So do those short work hours and long vacations come at an 
economic cost? 

No. 

The Danish economy is one of the most competitive in the world, 
just a few rungs below the United States.” And it’s one of the most pro- 
ductive, ranking just behind the United States, even though Danes 
work so much less.'? Denmark has a low unemployment rate’ and one 
of the highest standards of living in the world.” It has one of the smallest 
gaps between rich and poor of any country on earth, while the United 
States has one of the largest. And only 6 percent of Danes find it dif- 
ficult or very difficult to live on their current income, compared to 
21 percent of Americans,” even though the United States ranks highest 
in the world on household income.” 


Love 


When it comes to families, Danes see giving children a good start in 
life as good for the whole society. Denmark ensures one year of paid 
parental leave for parents to split after the birth or adoption of a child. 
Both Vibeke and Søren have taken long parental leaves—something 
that Denmark, Sweden, Iceland, Norway, and Germany are encourag- 
ing more fathers to do through new “use it or lose it” government policies. 
(Though Denmark later dropped the fatherhood quota.) “Fathers de- 
scribe the experience as life changing,” the Swedish sociologist and 
New Swedish Father coauthor Thomas Johansson told me. “They be- 
come more involved in housework and child care. Their relationships 
are closer. And many have time to rethink the meaning of their lives.”!° 
Time studies show that Danish men, like Swedish men—and unlike 
men in any other country in the world—do almost as much housework 
and child care as Danish women. In forty years, the time gap between 
men and women has dropped from four hours to forty-five minutes a 
day (mostly on weekdays; the gap is narrower on weekends).”° “This is 
really unprecedented in human history, to go in one generation from 
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distant, breadwinning fathers to fathers who are present in the delivery 
room, taking parental leave, and pushing strollers,” said Svend Aage 
Madsen, a psychologist at Copenhagen University Hospital who stud- 
ies fatherhood. In fact, the International Labor Organization said in a 
2014 report that fathers taking on more active roles in caregiving “is 
likely to be one of the most significant social developments of the twenty- 
first century.””! 

Though Soren took only a few weeks off when Luca was born, he 
cared for the twins for four months on his own after Vibeke's leave. He 
says he learned the hard way just how getting to the grocery store can 
be a long and arduous process of diaper bag packing, changing, feed- 
ing, and fussy baby managing. “Now that more men are taking leave, 
they're starting to recognize how busy it really is to be home and under- 
stand why their wives are tired,” Søren says. “And my relationship with 
my sons is so much stronger from taking care of them. That will make 
a difference as they grow up, that their father was there.” 

Denmark has both one of the longest paid parental leaves—fifty- 
two weeks paid at 80 to 100 percent of one’s salary—and one of the 
highest rates of mothers who work in the labor market in the world. 
After six months, the government guarantees every child a spot in an 
early childhood development center and, for school-age children, in 
an after-school program. If there’s a waiting list, which is usually no 
more than three months, the government will pay a parent to stay 
home, help hire a “child minder,” or pay a parent who takes on the care 
of another infant at home in addition to his or her own.” 

Soren worried at first that a long parental leave would hurt his 
career. Instead, he was promoted within a few months after he returned 
to work. “It’s become so common for men to take leave, it doesn’t tend 
to affect their careers,” he says. “And we get the opportunity to be with 
our kids when they're young that we'd never get again.” Now, Vibeke 
says, sometimes the boys go to Soren first because he responds to them 
faster than she does. As if on cue, Gustav, one of the twins, moves his 
chair and nestles in to be closer to his father. 

European Union regulations and Danish labor union agreements 
ensure that every parent with children under eight will get two paid 
sick days to care for children, above sick leave parents have for them- 
selves.” And each parent gets two “nurture” days a year per young child, 
which can be spread out and taken as half days. With three children 
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under eight, that means that Vibeke and Soren each get six days off a 
year over and above their eight weeks of paid vacation and public holi- 
days. “When the children have something going on at school, I can 
quite happily take that day as a ‘nurture’ day,” Søren says. 

But what about parenting standards? I mention the babies sleeping 
in strollers, unattended. “You know, a Danish woman got arrested and 
charged with child endangerment for doing that outside a restaurant 
in New York.” I mention the twins left in the car and all the young 
kids I'd seen in my time in Copenhagen by themselves, walking on the 
streets, crowding the already crowded commuter bike lanes, and flying 
on their scooters to the train and metro stations. Vibeke and Søren 
nod again. Denmark is a small country where people feel safe, they say. 
Parents are loving and family focused, but much more hands-off than 
in other countries. Kids are allowed to be more independent at young 
ages. And adults value adult time, separate from the family time with 
children that they also prize. There is a group of intensive mothers in 
Denmark who say mothers should devote themselves to their children 
and to living an all-natural, gluten-free, organic lifestyle. “We call 
them ‘spelt mothers, ” Vibeke says, after the ancient grain that has 
become fashionable in health food circles. “But they are really on the 
fringe.” 

Mothers getting an education—Vibeke got her advanced degrees 
when her children were babies—and going to work in the labor force 
has become the new norm, she says. Tax policy promotes women’s eco- 
nomic independence, she says, by treating men and women as indi- 
viduals, rather than as part of a family unit, as in America. 

And men increasingly are expected to share equally in the work 
and child care at home. (There’s a reason both boys and girls are re- 
quired to take home ec, they say.) In a study of attitudes in Scandina- 
via, Danish men and women showed the highest preference of all 
countries to be in fully egalitarian marriages and partnerships. Nearly 
70 percent of Danish women and 60 percent of Danish men said they 
preferred equally sharing paid work, housework, and child care.” 
Danish sociologists and economists I spoke with looked puzzled when 
I told them that the U.S. General Social Survey still picks up deep am- 
bivalence in America on the question of whether it would be better for 
a mother of young children to stay home than to work. “In Denmark,” 
said one, “you would never even ask that question.” 
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Play 


The very structure of Danish society is set up to support leisure, Vibeke 
explains. Many shops and stores generally aren't open on Sunday or 
much past 7 p.m., so everyone can be home with their families (though 
new laws now allow longer hours at larger stores and supermarkets). 
Government-sponsored mothers’ groups put together by nurse educa- 
tors in Denmark and Sweden to keep new mothers from feeling iso- 
lated and overwhelmed actually end up becoming the foundation for 
many mothers’ leisure activities for years to come. I would later have 
dinner in Malmö, Sweden, with Catarina Ellehuus, an ER doctor origi- 
nally from Denmark, and Malin Rutberg, a preschool teacher, who have 
been getting together for dinner, drinks, movies, and girl getaways since 
meeting in their mothers’ group in Sweden in 2005. “Having a child is 
such a big event. It changes you. So it’s really natural that these mothers 
become your friend base. And this is Scandinavia, where everything is 
equal, right?” Ellhuus told me. “Our husbands go out on Mondays. So it’s 
only fair that we have another night to ourselves.” Hanne Dihr, a nurse 
educator in the government health system who I met in Copenhagen, 
creates these mother groups and understands how powerful they can be. 
She still takes ski trips and gets together regularly with the same group 
of new mothers she joined when she had her children in the 1970s. 

I tell the Koushedes that I’ve been reading that Denmark holds the 
world record, by some accounts, for having the most sports clubs, exer- 
cise facilities, and community recreation centers per capita, with long 
waiting lists to get into the one hundred or so winter ice-swimming/ 
sauna clubs.” “Most Danes do belong to sports clubs,” Vibeke agrees. 
“And we do, of course, have the catalog classes.” 

The catalog classes, I was soon to learn, are part of a long-standing 
Danish tradition of adult education. Unlike in America, where adult 
education often conjures up dreary images of remedial reading, the 
classes offered in Denmark are meant to tickle the fancy, expand the 
mind, refresh the soul and, catalogs attest, make Danes “wiser and 
healthier.” Every fall, thick catalogs arrive at Danish households offer- 
ing classes on everything from foreign languages to art to cooking to 
history to photography to acting to learning how to debate or build a 
pair of skis, and everything in between. The classes are affordable, 
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since they're subsidized by either the government, unions, or commu- 
nity groups. And they're wildly popular. 

I would later spend an evening wandering through the classes of- 
fered by AOF, a community association that has been organizing catalog 
classes since 1924. In an English-language class, the attendees, a mix of 
men and women of all ages, had taken a wide range of classes over the 
years, from badminton and ghost walks to a series of popular talks on 
positive thinking called, mysteriously, “Fucking Nice.” I ask if people, 
if mothers, feel selfish or guilty for taking time for themselves, like 
many in America. They look at me as if not sure what to make of my 
absurd question. Then they all laugh. 


With dinner over at the Koushedes’, Vibeke and the children clear the 
table and Soren loads the dishwasher. To make time for themselves, for 
a social life, and for leisure, Vibeke says, they’ve also lowered their stan- 
dards. Danish tastes tend to be simple to start with, she says. But they 
stopped caring about keeping up appearances. “It used to be that if you 
wanted to entertain, you needed to clean, prepare a three-course meal,” 
Søren explains. But now, spurred by an iconoclastic friend, Michelle 
Hviid, who convinced a group of neighbors that it’s more important to 
share a short but good time together every Monday night than stand 
on tradition, they no longer wait to get together until their apartments 
and menus are perfect. 

A few nights later, I am invited to the neighborhood potluck at 
Hviid’s place—another open, airy apartment decorated with circus 
rings, trapeze, basketball hoop, and brilliantly lit star-shaped lanterns 
hanging from the ceiling. Hviid, a writer, business owner, and single 
mother of two, puts everyone to work, including her towheaded five- 
year-old daughter, who uses a very sharp knife to chop strawberries 
with surprising skill. Hviid explains that friends gather from 6 to 
8 p.m. and not a minute longer. No one bothers to tidy or worry about 
dust bunnies. “And sometimes the meals are spaghetti with ketchup,” 
Vibeke says with a laugh, “because that’s all we've got.” 

Over dinner, Vibeke says that though she grew up in Denmark and 
both her parents worked, her mother did all the housework and child 
care. Vibeke’s father is English and very traditional. “I remember as a 
child thinking, ‘This isn’t fair. She’s doing all the work and you're just 
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sitting there,” she says. Vibeke was much more drawn to the Danish 
couples she saw all around her, and how sharing the workload gave both 
men and women time for themselves. Not just, as in her parents’ case, 
the men. That feeling was reinforced when she lived in England with her 
oldest son, from a previous relationship, as a young single mother. “In 
England, you could feel it, you were considered not as good a mother if 
you wanted to go out and do your own thing,” Vibeke says. “But here, 
having leisure time for myself isn’t something we even have to discuss. 
It’s just natural.” 

And you don’t feel guilty? I ask. Selfish? That you're neglecting your 
children? Worried about the to-do list? 

The Koushedes and their neighbors give me a blank look. “I think 
Danish women,” Soren says finally, “perhaps know their worth.” 


Denmark, home of the Vikings, the fairy tales of Hans Christian An- 
dersen, and sweet, buttery pastries, is a happy country. Danes aren't skip- 
ping madly down the street with exuberant smiles plastered on their 
faces. But there’s a deep contentment. And a reason why LEGO, from 
the Danish leg godt, literally means “play well.” 

The United Nations’ first-ever World Happiness Report put Den- 
mark at the top of its global list (the United States ranked eleventh).?’ 
The Danes also rank at the top of the OECD’s Better Life Index for 
having both the highest life satisfaction and the best work-life bal- 
ance (the United States ranked fourteenth and twenty-eighth respec- 
tively). And in addition to a host of surveys, polls, and reports 
rating Danes the happiest people on earth,” Denmark has consis- 
tently ranked at the top of the European Commission’s Eurobarom- 
eter of happiness and well-being since the measurement was created 
in 1973.*° 

Danish children, too, are among the happiest (ranking seventh to the 
United States’ twenty-first), even as Danes, perhaps to the surprise of 
some Americans, have the highest number of children enrolled in formal 
child care.” The Economist ranked Denmark fifth in its “Where-to-Be- 
Born Index” for 2013. (The United States, largely because of its yawning 
debt, fell from the number-one spot in 1988 to sixteen.)*? UNICEF re- 
ports that, at 6.5 percent, Denmark has one of the lowest child poverty 
rates of any industrialized country—the result of a tax policy that redis- 
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tributes wealth and funds a sturdy social safety net (the United States’ 
child poverty rate is just behind Latvia's, at 23 percent).*4 

Despite a high tax rate, Denmark is the darling of the political left 
and the right. The Danish government is rated as among the most 
transparent, efficient, trusted, and least corrupt by civil society organi- 
zations.” Denmark is moving toward energy independence, with 
renewables accounting for 40 percent of the country’s supply.*® And its 
pro-business policies land Denmark in the top rankings of the conser- 
vative Heritage Foundation’s global Index of Economic Freedom.” The 
same safety net, which funds universal child care, health care, generous 
unemployment benefits, and a robust free public education system 
through college and graduate school, gives businesses enormous flexi- 
bility in hiring and firing workers, called the “flexicurity model.”** 
That makes everybody happy. As Rikke, a teacher I met while she was 
on parental leave, put it, “I don’t have to worry, whatever may happen 
to my job, my partner, or to me. I know I'll never have to say, ‘Oh, too 
bad, I've got to go sleep in the park. ” 

Denmark is also rated as one of the best places to be a mother (the 
United States ranks twenty-fifth)? and has one of the highest fertility 
rates in Europe.” It is one of the best places to be a woman, ranking in 
the top ten in the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index 
(the United States ranks twenty-second).*' So important is gender eq- 
uity that in 1999, the government appointed a cabinet-level minister 
for gender equality to monitor it. The minister enforces laws designed 
to ensure men and women have an equal footing in the workplace, equal 
pay, equal opportunity, equal influence in society, and are considered 
of “equal worth.*? Denmark has shied away from requiring formal 
gender quotas, like other European countries. But Danish law does 
require that where possible, all boards, commissions, institutions, and 
other organizations that receive government funding, have equal gender 
balance. When a position becomes vacant, the law requires that equal 
numbers of men and women be suggested as replacements. With women 
making up nearly 40 percent of parliament, Denmark ranks in the top 
fifteen countries in the world with the most women in the national 
legislature (the United States, with 16.9 percent in 2011, ranked ninety- 
first). Denmark’s constitutional monarch is the beloved Queen Mar- 
grethe II, and, in 2011, the country elected its first female prime 
minister, Helle Thorning-Schmidt, who is a mother of two. 
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Linda Haas, a sociologist at Indiana University, has dedicated her 
life to understanding how it is that in the last decades of the twentieth 
century, Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland so profoundly shifted their views 
on men and women. Labor shortages as much as ideology sparked the 
drive to gender equity, she explained, as governments sought to have 
mothers fill the gap rather than import immigrant workers, as in 
America. Nordic political systems are also better designed to think 
broadly about social issues and build consensus. Since the 1920s, they've 
relied on commissions of nonpartisan academics, thinkers, and practi- 
tioners to work with trade unions and politicians to study and recom- 
mend family policy. “That thoughtful, pragmatic, think tank approach 
to develop social policy is not one that we have in the United States,” 
she told me. Over time, the new policies have become self-reinforcing. 
“The Social Insurance Agency in Sweden that runs the parental leave 
system, for instance, has played a big role in shaping views that fathers 
can and should care for children,” she said. “And it’s done so in a very, 
very visual way, with posters in every well-baby clinic and prenatal cen- 
ter of men, like this big, brawny wrestler, on parental leave with his 
tiny baby. You can’t miss that as a parent.” 

I had come to Denmark to see why Danish mothers have so much 
leisure time, and yet found I was spending most of my time with in- 
creasingly involved fathers. You can’t have one, I was told again and 
again, without the other. I was struck by the sheer number of fathers in 
business suits pushing enormous prams through the streets in both 
Denmark and Sweden. Fathers traveling alone on trains, buses, and 
bikes with their kids. Fathers dominating sunny playgrounds on lazy 
weekday afternoons with their children. Even painted signs on pedes- 
trian paths showed the outline of a father, not a mother, holding a 
child’s hand. And a giant poster outside the popular Tiger retail store 
showed a smiling man wearing a green-and-pink apron that read THE 
APRON MAKES THE PERSON. 

I met with Jens Bonke, an economist with the Rockwool Founda- 
tion in Copenhagen who gathers and analyzes Denmark’s time-use data. 
He's finding that, with the country’s emphasis on equality, not only do 
Danish men and women have about the same amount of leisure time, 
but they are moving toward what he calls total “gender convergence.” 
Bonke predicts that by 2023, if current trends continue, Danish men 
and women will be spending an equal amount of time on housework. 
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And by 2033, they will spend the same amount of time working for pay 
as well.** “That’s not very far away,” he told me. “In other countries, 
gender convergence will take as long as seventy to eighty more years.” 

If time is power, Danish women appear close to the break-even point. 

But just as Hrdy discovered in her studies of hunting-and- 
gathering societies, gender convergence in modern societies requires 
alloparents. In Denmark, that includes not just fathers but also a high- 
quality and trusted child-care system.’ I met with a family with a five- 
month-old daughter, Mathilde. Camilla was just finishing her parental 
leave, and her partner, Jorgen, was about to start his. They’d found a 
neighborhood child development center around the corner from their 
apartment where Mathilde would go when she was nine months old. I 
told them that many Americans are mistrustful of child care and think 
it’s better if mothers of young children stay home. They looked puz- 
zled. “Even if we had the money for one of us to stay home, I’d want 
Mathilde in child care, because 98 percent of the other children are 
there,” Jorgen said. “The pedagogues are well trained in child develop- 
ment. And that’s where children learn how to interact with other chil- 
dren and other adults.” Camilla, who was about to go back to work as 
a web master at a private company, furrowed her brow, perplexed. 
“If a parent wanted to stay home, people would say, “How could you 
possibly stimulate your child at home all day?’” 

Okay. Let’s pause here for a little global reality check. 

Denmark is about sixteen thousand square miles, a little less than 
twice the size of Massachusetts. Its population of 5.6 million is bigger 
than Los Angeles’s 3.8 million but smaller than New York City’s 8 mil- 
lion. Unlike the United States, one of the most racially and ethnically 
diverse countries in the world,*° Denmark is one of the most homoge- 
neous. Close to 90 percent of all Danes are of Scandinavian descent. 
And while the country has seen an influx of Somali, Iraqi, and Bosnian 
refugees in recent years, its largest immigrant groups hail from Turkey, 
Poland, and Germany.“ No one political party has dominated its par- 
liament since 1909. So the government is forced to rule from the center 
by consensus and compromise, through what they call “collaborative 
democracy.™*® Which is a far cry from the divisive, loud, passionate, 
money-soaked, and often hostile power politics in America, where the 
two dominant political parties have been deadlocked for more than a 
century in a fundamental philosophical battle about what a proper 
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government should even do. Denmark’s psyche is oriented toward the 
communal. The American psyche springs from the ideal of rugged in- 
dividualism. Denmark is not vast, sprawling, chaotic, and enormously 
dynamic. Denmark is not the world’s military, economic, and humani- 
tarian superpower. 

And Denmark is not perfect. Everything is crazy expensive. The 
recent influx of Muslim refugees has unearthed an ugly intolerant 
streak.” Reports have found anti-Muslim bias in the media as well as 
in housing, education, and on the job.® Drawings of the Prophet 
Muhammad in a Danish publication enraged Muslims around the 
world. That, in turn, only strengthened the growing power of the anti- 
immigrant Danish People’s Party,” now one of the largest parties in 
parliament, whose leaders have compared Islam to a “plague.” 

As in other Nordic countries, the teen binge-drinking rate is high, 
as is, ironically in such a happy country, the suicide rate.*’ As in other 
Nordic countries, Denmark has among the highest rates of cohabita- 
tion, births to single mothers, and divorce.** And again as in other 
Nordic countries, the initial push in the 1960s to support working 
families gave all the breaks—parental leave, part-time and flexible 
work—to mothers. That pushed women out of more demanding jobs in 
the private sector and into more forgiving government jobs and, unin- 
tentionally, left these countries with high rates of what’s called “occupa- 
tional sex segregation,” with few women in traditionally male-dominated 
fields or in positions of power in the corporate and entrepreneurial 
worlds.** (That, in part, is what led Scandinavian countries to begin 
more recently to push for gender-neutral family policies like parental 
leave for both parents.) “We've created a society that has enabled a 
mother to have a full-time job. But the question today is, can she have 
a career?” Elisabeth Moller Jensen, director of KVINFO, the government- 
funded Danish Centre for Information on Gender, Equality and Diver- 
sity, told me. And some complain that Nordic countries can take gender 
equity too far, as when Swedes insisted on having only gender-neutral 
toys in preschools and created a new gender-neutral pronoun hen (it), 
to use instead of han (him) and hon (her).°° 

The point here is, the United States is not Denmark. Nor should it 
be. Far more useful, then, in this journey to understand leisure time 
and happiness, is to acknowledge the differences and look for the 
broader and more universal themes that could apply: 
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Money really can’t buy happiness. Or time. 

Trust is important to living a happy life, as is having a stable 
income, good health, peace of mind, and close connections with 
others. 

Fairness, effective government, and social equity in race, gender, 
and income are the foundations of a good society and the build- 
ing blocks of life satisfaction. : 

Meaningful work can be done without working all hours and 
sacrificing yourself, your family, or your life. Giving workers con- 
trol and predictability over their schedules can lead to productiv- 
ity and profits. Vacation and rest can make you a better worker 
and a happier person. 

Fathers and mothers can share their lives and work equally. Both 
can be economically independent and develop close relationships 
with their children. They can be loving parents by both holding 
their children close and giving them the gift of grit and the freedom 
to roam. 

Meaningful family time is as accessible as an evening of laugh- 
ter and spaghetti with ketchup, because that’s all that’s in the 
cupboard. 

Making time for leisure to refresh your soul is critical for living a 
good life. 

There is extraordinary power in a small table covered with a fresh 
sheet of white butcher paper and set with a rough wooden dish of 
sea salt, one bright green lime, and a single white candle. 


That final happiness lesson, in the very Danish aesthetic of embrac- 


ing the beauty and warmth in the simple, clean present moment they 
call hygge, I was about to learn from an American. 


As I wait at the chilly Skodsborg train station outside Copenhagen, 
Sharmi Albrechtsen pulls up in a sleek silver Audi convertible, wearing 
a white cashmere coat and an enormous smile. “I’m an American. I 
always drive,” she explains in this country so wild for public transpor- 
tation that trains have bike stands and cars are taxed at close to 200 
percent. 


Albrechtsen, a writer who works in marketing and public relations, 
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grew up in Bethesda, Maryland, a tony suburb of Washington, D.C., 
the hard-charging daughter of hard-charging Indian immigrants. “I was 
brought up with the idea that I must be a straight-A student. I must go 
to a good college. I must make a lot of money. | must achieve. I must 
must must,” she says as we drive through the flat, marshy landscape. 
“Then I moved to Denmark and my world turned upside down. Being 
ambitious is not something people appreciate here.” 

As we settle in for a lunch of smoked salmon, fresh salad, and thick, 
dark rye bread at a whitewashed eighteenth-century carriage house in 
the country, she explains that she learned the hard way that if she re- 
ally sold herself and her qualifications in interviews, as she was taught 
in America, it hurt her. She was violating the unspoken principle of the 
Danish Law of Jante—a cultural imperative that values the commu- 
nity, the conviction that no one person is better than anyone else. She 
learned that if she worked past 6 p.m., hers was the only car in the 
parking lot. If she worked past 7 p.m., she had to buy milk, bread, and 
bacon for dinner at a gas station, because the stores were already closed. 
When she had her daughter, she said she couldn’t just “hang around” 
on her yearlong maternity leave, so she started a catering company. 
“My husband calls me a shark, that I have to keep moving all the time 
in order to breathe. But I have something inside that’s driving me, that 
keeps me up at night.” Part of the drive, she says, has always been to 
get the larger house, the nicer car, the newer Louis Vuitton bag, the next 
big thing. That—looking out to the horizon for something better rather 
than noticing what is right in front of her—cost her her first marriage, 
she says. “That’s when I had to decide: Was I going to leave Denmark? 
Or was I going to change?” 

She decided to stay, for her daughter. And so she began studying 
what makes Danes so happy and writing a blog, Happy Danes, to cap- 
ture her sputtering and often hilariously imperfect attempt at trying to 
live differently. The first thing she found was more leisure time. She 
agreed to work with the coach provided by her employer to improve the 
number 3 item they evaluate on her performance review: work-life bal- 
ance. She learned to leave the office between 4:30 and 5:00. She got re- 
married and began cooking dinner with her husband every night. She 
started lighting a candle to make the simple meal feel special. She began 
fighting the impulse to interrupt her daughter and read her five books 
to improve her mind when her daughter was already happily engaged 


HYGGE IN DENMARK 23) 


playing on her own. She learned to pull out her own book instead. She 
began taking morning beach walks and swimming naked in the ocean 
in winter. In slowing down, she began to notice how she sometimes got 
in her own way. On a family trip to a cottage in Sweden, she had been 
so preoccupied with what a dump the cottage was and how ugly the 
landscape that she’d completely overlooked a long walk in the snow 
and what should have been an exhilarating ride on Icelandic ponies. 
“I was there, but I was so focused on how much I hated the cabin and 
how there must have been a better place to stay somewhere else that 
I missed it all.” 

And that was it, she realized, the key to Danish happiness. Hygge. 
The moment. When youre riding Icelandic ponies, ride Icelandic 
ponies. When you're drinking a cup of tea, drink a cup of tea. When 
you're walking past a fancy house and find craving and envy creeping 
in, remember how much you love your own. It’s not so much about 
lowering your expectations, she says, it’s more like keeping it real. “This 
is hygge,” she says, pronouncing it “heu-guh” and gesturing around 
the simple carriage house with a clean light pouring in through the 
windows. “This table. The one green lime. The one white candle. The 
dish of sea salt. The small, simple things that make life lovely.” 

“So are you happy?” I ask. 

She smiles sadly. “Yes and no,” she says finally. “My husband is to- 
tally happy and so is my daughter. And I wish I had their contentment— 
not striving for anything more than they already have. I struggle. You 
can’t suddenly just get rid of your culture, and I was programmed to 
work and taught to strive. But I’m trying.” 


he 
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I don’t think it is too much to say that play can save your life. It 
certainly has salvaged mine. Life without play is a grinding, 
mechanical existence organized around doing the things nec- 
essary for survival. Play is the stick that stirs the drink. It is the 
basis of all art, games, books, sports, movies, fashion, fun, and 
wonder—in short, the basis of what we think of as civilization. 

—Dr. Stuart Brown, founder, National Institute for Play 


The popular assumption is that no skills are involved in enjoy- 
ing free time, and that anybody can do it. Yet the evidence sug- 
gests the opposite: free time is more difficult to enjoy than 
work. Having leisure at one’s disposal does not improve the 
quality of life unless one knows how to use it effectively, and it 
is by no means something one learns automatically. 

—Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 


I stand with my toes curling over the edge of a slip of a platform twenty 
feet in the air. I had climbed a narrow steel ladder to reach this plat- 
form, my head getting lighter and my arms weaker with every reach. 
As I grabbed on to the platform support and stepped through the air 
from the ladder to the platform, I had no time to remember how terri- 
fied I am of heights. How I hate amusement park rides and hitting 
turbulence on airplanes. How I have spent most of my life holding 
other people’s combs and pocket change while they ride the roller coaster 
or Ferris wheel and I watch safely, timidly from the ground. 

On command, I cautiously begin to thrust my hips forward. I realize 
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that I am so precariously off-balance that were it not for an instructor’s 
firm grip on the back of the safety harness cinched around my waist, I 
would certainly plunge headfirst into the billowing air mattress below. 
My knees tremble. I can’t breathe. Sweat bleeds through the chalk I had 
generously applied to my palms just seconds before. With my right hand, 
I reach for the surprisingly heavy trapeze bar. With my left, I hold on to 
the platform support behind me with every fiber of strength I have left. 

“Time to let go,” the instructor behind me says gently. 

“With my left hand?” 

“Yes.” 

“Let go and grab the trapeze with my left hand?” 

Yess: 


I am standing on the tiny platform high in the air at the España- 
STREB Trapeze Academy in Brooklyn because Nadia Stieglitz and Sara 
Baysinger asked me to come with them on a playdate. The two women 
run an organization they call Mice at Play—as in what the mice do 
when the cat’s away. The organization started in Nadia’s living room in 
1998 when, consumed by work, the drudgery of keeping house, and the 
hard joy of raising young children, she felt the life draining out of her. 
She had grown up active and playful in France. But she felt lost. “I found 
myself becoming boring. And sad. My life had shrunk to these two 
areas: work and caregiving,” she told me in her soft accent. “I realized, 
this is not how I want to live my life. A big part of me was missing 
and I wanted to find it again.” When her three girls were asleep—her 
husband was often traveling—she carved out time on Monday evenings 
and invited a group of women over for informal playtime. They played 
poker. They sat up late telling stories. They cooked exotic meals or 
painted their toenails wild colors. As the group’s children got older, the 
women began to venture out, going to lectures, art galleries, classes, 
daring themselves to try anything new, whimsical, or fun that struck 
their fancy. The idea at first, Nadia said, was just to keep their brains 
stimulated. But they soon discovered that by making time to play, it was 
their souls they were saving. 

With the zeal of missionaries, Nadia and Sara began researching 
the science of play and learning how women, in particular, don't 
allow themselves to. They organized a forma! Mice at Play group for 
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time-and-play-starved women, started a website and newsletter, and 
began planning regular “playdates” for anyone to join. Since 2010, the 
women have tried boxing and sailing and, with the help of experts, 
made their own perfumes, cocktail concoctions, and artisanal ice cream. 
They've given belly dancing, synchronized swimming, and rock climb- 
ing a whirl. They've gone on photography safaris, learned wilderness 
survival skills, and plunged into the icy waters off Coney Island with 
the Polar Bears on New Year’s Day. The playdates are active and involv- 
ing. They are designed to hurl women out of their heads and out of 
time, and to immerse mind, body, and soul in play, in the exquisite 
moments that psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has called “flashes 
of intense living against the dull background of everyday life.” 

Before the España-STREB Trapeze Academy playdate Sara and Na- 
dia invited me to join, I spent the afternoon with their families at Sara’s 
Brooklyn apartment in an old clock-making factory. Their husbands had 
just returned from playing one of their regularly scheduled games of 
soccer all afternoon. The men have always made time to play, they said, 
going out for a beer after soccer, playing tennis, taking crazy spur-of-the- 
moment trips. As for most men, nobody had to form an organization to 
keep them playing. The children were engrossed in making a gooey mess 
of a gingerbread house with graham crackers, vanilla icing, and 
dishes of peppermints and chocolates. With a warm fire crackling in 
the corner, soft music playing, and the room filled with the buzz of 
easy talk and laughter, Sara and Nadia explained that human beings 
need to play. Research is finding that play is what enables humans to 
create, improvise, imagine, innovate, learn, solve problems, be smart, 
open, curious, resilient, and happy.' “We're in a society where we have to 
justify play,” Nadia said. “But play reminds you of your better self and 
how happy you can be. In play, there’s a wonderful lightness of being.” 

“It blows our minds, sometimes, what play can actually do for a 
person,” Sara said. “It can totally transform them. And it reconnects 
them—with themselves, with others, with the possibilities of the world.” 
Sara, a mother of two young boys, felt that transformation herself 
through play. Never particularly good at sports as a child, she said 
she'd slowly stopped playing as an adolescent. As an adult, the only 
time she moved her body was to dutifully get her exercise. “It was 
always very boring and very painful.” Then, at one of the Mice’s very first 
playdates a few years ago, she jumped from a tiny trapeze platform 
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twenty feet above the ground—like the one I would soon be teetering 
on—and flung herself through the air. She found that not only did her 
adrenaline level spike, but so did her confidence. She could be terrified 
in one instant and overcome that fear the next. “Before that moment, I 
would never have called myself an athlete. And now it’s one of my pas- 
sions.” She has gone on to compete in triathlons and half marathons. 
“It wasn't until joining with the Mice that I recaptured the joy that I 
had as a young child.” l 

Nadia, too, has transformed herself, her family life, and, she hopes, 
her daughters’ futures through play. Leisure researchers have found 
that daughters learn about leisure from their mothers. And since most 
mothers put themselves last and reach for the to-do list first, their ex- 
ample teaches their daughters to do the same.’ Leisure researchers 
have also found that the more one plays in childhood, the more likely 
one is to play in adulthood, that trying a range of activities and experi- 
ences early on, when the stakes for failing or proving oneself are so 
much lower, makes it easier to return to them later, in adulthood.’ 
Nadia wanted to show her daughters that by infusing her own life and 
work as a painter and designer with play, they could do the same with 
theirs. She wanted to teach them not to lose themselves, like she did. 
Nadia also wanted to teach her girls that it’s in playing together that a 
family becomes truly close. The family has its own kind of to-do list: a 
jar they pull from, full of fun things they'd like to do. On the agenda 
one recent weekend: Find the best hot chocolate in Manhattan, visit 
the Doughnut Plant in the East Village and try a new flavor; go on a 
scavenger hunt; ride bikes; play a Scrabble-like game called Banana- 
gram; see a movie (which was actually a dare to see how many movies 
they could sneak into in one day); plan the next family vacation: Name 
the country you most would want to visit, explain that country’s history, 
and create a budget and figure out what the family could do on it. “Our 
mom is always the one to say, ‘Let’s try something new. She brings 
adventure into our lives,” said Nadia’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Iliade. 
“I never know what to expect when I walk through the door,” said her 
husband, Mackie, laughing. “It’s wonderful.” 

In polls, surveys, and interviews, people the world over describe their 
lives as an overwhelming, crazed, and often punishing grind. They say 
they yearn for nothing more than time for joy. Time to play.’ And yet, 
despite the rise of social networking, Meetups, and Groupons, many 
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people don’t make time for it. Nadia and Sara are finding that even 
with their enticing, well-organized, and relatively affordable, by middle- 
class standards, playdates (an evening of trapeze cost $62), women just 
can’t seem to bring themselves to play. “We meet a lot of resistance,” 
Nadia said. “I thought, at this stage of our business, we would be much 
more successful than we are.” 

But there’s a reason why play is hard for women. Nadia and Sara are 
not just taking on America’s worship of work, productivity, achieve- 
ment, speed, and busyness. The two women are pushing against the 
freight of human history that can be boiled down into three powerful 
words: Women. Don't. Play. 

Remember Thorstein Veblen’s influential Theory of the Leisure Class? 
He dispensed with women on page 2, who, as part of the “inferior” class 
since at least barbarian times, were supposed to do the drudge work of 
society. Think of the Bible and the “good” wife of Proverbs 31: “She rises 
while it is yet night and provides food for her household . . . Her lamp 
does not go out . . . She looks well to the ways of her household, and does 
not eat the bread of idleness.” And this, of course, is after she buys land, 
plants a vineyard, helps the needy, sews scarlet bedcoverings, sells linen 
clothes, and makes her husband look good. In the Middle Ages, sure, 
there were festivals, holy days, and celebrations. But who, leisure schol- 
ars ask, do you think cooked the feast? Throughout history, the ladies 
who lunch, the women with time on their hands, were part of the wealthy 
elite. Their “forced idleness,” leisure scholars contend, came as not a con- 
scious choice but rather an unconscious conspicuous display of the high 
social status of either a husband, a father, or some male relative. If time 
is power, her free time showed his power. And women without status 
had pots to scrub. A study of the leisure of working-class women in 
Germany in the 1920s found that women shunned the very idea ot free 
time for themselves as “incompatible” with being respectable. Instead, 
they saw “constant readiness to work and unflagging concern for the wel- 
fare of others” as hallmarks of a proper woman. Leisure time was some- 
thing men, regardless of their social status, got to have.> Siesta time 
in Spain? “Gosh, I never took siestas in my life,” time-use researcher 
Almudena Sevilla-Sanz told me. “My mother didn’t, either. She is a 
teacher. Growing up, she had a long commute to and from school. She’d 
rush home, make lunch, and do everything while my dad took his siesta. 
She still does. It never made sense to me. But for her, it’s normal.” 
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What about in retirement? One leisure researcher I spoke with, Heather 
Gibson, a sociologist at the University of North Carolina at Greens- 
boro, sighed. Sure, some play golf, pick up a new hobby, or make time 
for friends. “But so many retirees have a hard time transitioning into 
leisure and taking time for themselves, because they feel people will 
regard them as lazy,” she said. “So they fill their time with all this busy 
stuff.” And many retired women are busy—still doing the bulk of the 
housework. Time studies find that if husbands retire before their wives, 
they often do more housework and domestic duties. But once the wife 
retires as well, his housework hours drop and his leisure time goes up, 
and she winds up doing most of the chores, repeating the same pattern 
set through life.® 

A seminal work of feminist leisure research by Eileen Green is ti- 
tled Women’s Leisure, What Leisure? In her study of women’s free time 
in Shefheld, England, in the 1980s, she and her coauthors found that 
women identified themselves as wives and mothers first and felt guilty 
about taking time for or spending money on themselves. “Their hus- 
bands, when we asked how they felt about their wives having indepen- 
dent leisure, said it was all right once in a while, but if she did it very 
often, they would feel there was something wrong with the marriage,” 
Green told me. “But for the men, well, that was altogether different. The 
husbands said having leisure for themselves was part of what being a 
man was all about.” When North Carolina State University leisure scholar 
Karla Henderson tried to interview rural farm women about their lei- 
sure, they all laughed at her. Whatever “free” time they had, they filled 
with enjoyable but productive quilting bees, knitting circles, canning, 
gardening, and talk with friends as they bustled about the kitchen. Hen- 
derson came to think of this as “invisible” leisure—and truly, it is the 
only kind of acceptable and industrious leisure time most women have 
ever known. Henderson and other scholars say women taking time for 
themselves, deliberately choosing leisure without children or family, is 
nothing less than a courageous—subversive, almost—act of resistance.’ 

True to form, the most popular playdates, Nadia and Sara have found, 
are always the more “productive”-sounding ones on nutrition, detox- 
ing, or exercise. “It’s much more difficult to promote something that’s 
just pure play,” Sara said. “There is just this huge guilt.” 

On my last day in Paris at the time-use conference, when I talked 
with the Australian time-use researcher Lyn Craig about her leisure 
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studies, she beamed as she told me she’d indulged in a little leisure 
time for herself that morning and had just returned from shoe shop- 
ping and coffee with a friend. I told her, proudly, that I, too, had finally 
made time for leisure. I had gotten up at 5 a.m. and gone for a run on 
the Champs-Elysées and around the Tuileries Garden. 

She wrinkled her nose. “Purposive leisure,” she said with distaste. 
“How very American.” 

I wanted to protest. I enjoyed my early morning run. But Craig was 
right. I'd gone out specifically, purposively to get exercise. I was 
thinking about virtuously burning off that pain au chocolat, dutifully 
training for my first half marathon, shedding the jittery anxiety that 
clings to me like an aura. I hadn’t gone running just for the pure joy 
of it. 

To time-use researchers like John Robinson, who sparked this whole 
journey of mine, “leisure” is defined by a set of activities, like listening to 
the radio or getting some exercise. Robinson also counts as leisure any 
residual time that, like leftovers, doesn’t fit neatly into other prescribed 
categories like “work” or “personal care.” That’s how he could analyze 
my weekly time diary and come up with twenty-seven hours of bits and 
scraps of crappy leisure time. 

But talk to any leisure researcher, and he or she will say the true test 
of leisure is not what the activity is that fills a certain block of time but 
how that time feels. And different activities feel different to different 
people at different times in their lives. A carefree day at the beach with 
friends in your twenties can feel a whole lot different from a day with 
two toddlers prone to sunburn, who can’t swim, need naps, and insist 
on painfully scraping the sand off their tiny feet on your bare legs. Just 
as the overwhelm is the result of unpredictability and a lack of control, 
true leisure, researchers say, is the result of feeling both a measure of 
control over the experience and also choice, free from obligation. “But 
women have more of a sense of obligation rather than a feeling of vol- 
untary choice,’ Heather Gibson told me. Gibson chairs the World Lei- 
sure Organization's newly reconstituted Commission on Women and 
Gender (it had been defunct for years).* Leisure time for women, stud- 
ies have found, often just means more work. Women are typically the 
ones who plan, organize, pack, execute, delegate, and clean up after 
outings, holidays, vacations, and family events. And in addition to be- 
ing physically taxing, leisure for women can be mentally and emotion- 
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ally draining, Gibson and other researchers have found, because 
women tend to feel responsible for making sure everyone else is enjoy- 
ing the leisure activity and so are constantly taking the emotional tem- 
peratures of all involved. That strong, self-sacrificing “ethic of care,” as 
leisure researchers call it, is also the reason women tend to have the 
ongoing tape loop of tasks yet to get done, responsibilities, and worries 
that play in the head like an annoying and hard-to-shake jingle, which 
contaminates the experience of any kind of time.” 

What Nadia and Sara are confronting as they struggle to stir up a 
play revolution for women sounds as if it could be ripped straight out of 
the pages of academic feminist leisure research. Women tell Nadia and 
Sara that they have no time to play. They say they’re too busy ferrying 
their kids around to their playdates. Working mothers and at-home 
mothers alike say they worry they aren’t spending enough time with 
their children, so mothers feel they both need and want to spend nearly 
all their leisure time with them,—which helps explain why women’s 
leisure often comes in interrupted scraps of time. One recent study of 
thirty-two middle-class families in Los Angeles found that most mothers 
experienced leisure “episodes” that lasted no longer than ten minutes. 
But doing something for a longer, more refreshing period on their own, 
many mothers tell Nadia and Sara, would feel selfish or lazy. “When chil- 
dren are young, we find that women’s leisure tends to be friendship and 
home based, so mothers can be around,” Gibson told me. “And when the 
children are older, there's still a sense of guilt about leaving them, even if 
that’s what gives women a sense of escape and release.” 

Women tell Nadia and Sara that they feel they aren't entitled to 
have leisure time. They feel they have to earn it first by getting to the 
end of the to-do list. Which never comes. “We see that a lot, that women 
say they'll get to leisure when everything else is done,” Gibson said. 
Often, women tell Nadia and Sara that they're too exhausted to do much 
more than collapse at the end of the day and turn on the TV. 

Ah, finally, the question of TV and leisure. 

Watching TV is the industrialized world’s main pastime." Various 
time studies have found that American adults, on average, watch two to 
four hours of TV a day. Researchers have found that American children 
are exposed, on average, to four hours of “background” TV a day on top 
of the hour and a half they are glued to a TV directly. And when com- 
puters, smartphones, video games, and other devices are added in, one 
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study found that screen time for American adults, not counting work 
on computers, can hit an astounding 8.5 hours a day, the most time 
sucking of any developed country in the world.’* To time-use research- 
ers like John Robinson, we are a nation of couch potatoes, addicted to 
spending our free hours lounging mindlessly with a bag of chips in front 
of the tube, which is, various studies have found, making us fat, de- 
pressed, socially isolated, and more prone to violence, lowering our 
self-esteem, disrupting our sleep, dulling our senses, fogging our mind, 
and shortening our attention and our life spans.’ Indeed, research has 
found that, with the flick of the TV’s remote, our thinking brains shut 
off. Within thirty seconds, we lose our sense of self, and our alpha 
waves become no more active than if we were staring at a blank wall.” 

Yet the relationship between TV and leisure time is far more com- 
plicated than it looks. Yes, we watch a lot of TV. But time-use research- 
ers who look not only at what people are doing but also how they’re 
feeling and what else they're juggling at a given moment have found 
that people often turn on the TV because they feel too exhausted to do 
anything else. And for many people with a lot to do, TV really does 
function more like a blank wall, perhaps with a bit of distracting color- 
ful wallpaper on it. Experience Sampling Method studies have found 
that women multitask like champs while watching TV—paying bills, 
folding laundry, checking e-mail, or, like me one evening, crunching 
General Social Survey data on my laptop while the kids watched Journey 
to the Center of the Earth. 

But TV brings up a deeper issue. If true leisure is all about choice, 
sometimes TV is simply the easy choice. It’s right in your living room. 
Its cheap. Turning it on requires no effort. Yes, sometimes we choose 
TV because we're too tired for anything else. But sometimes, leisure 
researchers have found, we choose it because we’re unsure of what we 
really would like to do in a moment of unstructured free time. Part of 
that uncertainty comes from living in a work-worshipping culture. 
And part from decision fatigue. I met a young, single woman who'd 
just returned from living in Italy, where long, lazy days away from the 
office were embraced as part of il dolce far niente—the sweetness of do- 
ing nothing. Living back in the United States, that kind of free time felt 
different. “You know, sometimes, on weekends, when I have nothing on 
my schedule, I feel anxious,” she confessed. And, for women, part of the 
indecision about what to do comes from being conditioned to put every- 
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one and everything else first. “Sometimes we find that women say 
they're too busy to come on a playdate, but they’ve just filled their 
schedules with all these kid activities and social obligations that may 
not be that satisfying. Then they talk like they're heroes when they tell 
people that they have no time for play,” Nadia told me. “Maybe it 
takes too much effort to be a little uncomfortable, to learn something 
new, and they don’t have the energy. But really, I think they're afraid. 
Theyre afraid of what having free time to themselves would feel like.” 

Was I afraid? Afraid, perhaps, that stripped of work, of the respon- 
sibilities of motherhood and family, and of the bustle of my to-do list, I 
didn’t know who I would find? Was that part of what kept me spinning? 

Sara and Nadia had been after me for months to come out and play. 
In my heart, I knew if I was going to write about why leisure time is 
important, what carving out time for it does for the soul, and how sci- 
ence is finding that play is central to being alive, I had to find time to 
do it myself. Yet I had all the same excuses for deferring it as women 
have for ages. 

Could I come snowshoeing in the snow and ice? No time. A day of 
finger painting? Yoga on a mountaintop? 1940s dress-up? Too busy. An 
erotic scavenger hunt in Manhattan? Um, pass. How about flamenco 
dancing until we found duende, the mystical state of wild abandon? 
Beach volleyball? Stand-up paddleboarding? J had more important things 
to do. I kept putting off playtime. Until, with my manuscript deadline 
approaching, I simply could not put it off anymore. And the only play- 
date on the Mice at Play calendar before my deadline was... the Flying 
Trapeze. 

I groaned. 

“No, this is perfect,” Nadia had insisted. “A big part of play is step- 
ping outside your comfort zone. That forces you to be very present. 
Your mind becomes completely engaged in the moment. You tend to 
forget about all the worries in your life and all the things you have to 
do. That’s flow. That’s when things start happening. That’s the eureka! 
moment.” 

At the Espafia-STREB Trapeze Academy in Brooklyn’s Williams- 
burg neighborhood, we ran through a few drills on the mats, removed 
earrings and jewelry, and were cinched tightly into safety harnesses. | 
nervously lined up with six other women to take my turn climbing to 
the platform high in the air. Nadia and Sara have a few unwritten rules 
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for playdates to ensure that the women will get out of their heads and 
into the flow: no smartphones, or at least no incessant checking of 
them; no talk of work and networking—a playdate is not a place to 
think about advancing your career. There’s also nothing to prove on 
a playdate. There is no talk about winning something, beating some- 
one else, or accomplishing anything, which Nadia and Sara know goes 
against the grain for achievement-oriented Americans where even 
blissed-out yoga has become a competitive sport. A playdate is a time 
to be open to trying something new and have some fun. So, like pure 
play, it doesn’t matter, really, what happens. You swing from the tra- 
peze and make the catch in midair? Great. You fall twenty feet and 
land on your face on the billowing air mattress below? No big deal. So 
drop the judgment—of yourself and everyone else. Nadia and Sara want 
their women to feel free, to be both their truest selves and part of a 
spirited and supportive group, no matter what happens. 

Ahead of me in line, Moria Holland, a divorced mother, had signed 
up for this, her first playdate, after a conversation with her six-year-old 
son. “He said, ‘Mommy, when you and your friends get together, you 
never laugh or run around. You never have any fun,” she said. “I’m 
scared to do this. But the more I thought about it, the more I thought, 
‘He's right.’ I had to try something different.” Behind me, Gigi Branch- 
Shaw, another divorced mother and one of the original Mice, said she 
hadn't really understood what she was missing until she started to play. 
“When we went on the rock-climbing playdate, I was afraid at first. 
Then, when I started doing it, I remembered how much I loved climbing 
trees as a child. It’s like I came back to myself,” she said. “Time seems 
different when you play.” Doing things she never thought she could has 
brought energy and freshness to her relationships and given her con- 
fidence to try new things—at work, in life, for fun. Now she makes an 
effort to find time to play—“even if it’s just for twenty minutes”—to go 
on a bike ride for the fun of it instead of determined to get a workout, to 
hike with her fourteen-year-old son, to call a girlfriend for no particular 
reason. “Sometimes I really have to force myself to come to these play- 
dates,” she said. “But the more I play, the more I crave it.” 

“Are you ready?” the instructor holding me up by my harness asks 
softly. I can feel the sweat not only on my palms now but also on the 
bottoms of my feet. I have just watched Moria swallow hard, step off 
the platform, and swing through the air. Gigi is climbing up the ladder. 
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There is no time to worry about whether I look fat in the safety har- 
ness. No time to wonder what the kids are doing and whether Tom has 
checked their homework. No time to think about whether I’ve done 
enough work to deserve this moment of play. There is no turning back. 

In what feels like achingly slow motion, I loosen the death grip of 
my left hand from the platform support and hesitantly reach for the 
trapeze bar. 

“Ready!” the instructor on the ground yells. This is not a question. 
This, we've been taught, is a command. My heart pounds. I bend my 
trembling knees. 

“Hep!” 

And jump. 


Active play, says Stuart Brown, is a state of being unlike anything else. 
It is timeless, like flow, and crucial to humans from the moment of birth 
to the last breath. Play is also a state of mind, an attitude of lightness, 
curiosity, wonder that can infuse any situation. Both are so essential to 
human evolution, development, innovation, and civilization that the 
Dutch historian Johan Huizinga maintained in 1938 that far better 
than Homo sapiens, the intelligent or rational human, our complicated 
species should be called Homo ludens, the playing human. And neuro- 
science, Brown argues, is beginning to show how true that is. Play, he 
says, is what builds complex, skilled, responsive, socially adept, and 
flexible brains, which in turn build complex, skilled, responsive, so- 
cially adept, and flexible people and societies.” 

Stuart Brown is a psychiatrist, the founder of the National Institute 
for Play, and one of the most prominent lonely voices advocating for 
time to play in the wilderness of a serious and busy world. He knows 
most people feel too overwhelmed to play. He’s made a career of treat- 
ing people suffering from the effects of what he calls play deprivation, 
which, he said, tends to set in just as humans hit adolescence. Men tend 
to maintain at least a semblance of play through sports, he said, either 
actively playing or watching it. Women tend to lose it entirely. “There's 
just this huge sense of loss,” Brown told me. “The lament is intense and 
almost universal, that there’s no time to play. But when you don’t make 
that time a priority, there are huge consequences, emotionally, spiritu- 
ally, and physically. Most all of us have a play nature and it’s within our 
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capacity to get it back. But if your time is constantly fragmented and 
you're revving in high gear with the demands of the day, it’s very, very 
tough.” 

Ask Brown why humans need to play—a subject that continues to 
puzzle scientists—and he'll show you a series of pictures of an enor- 
mous white polar bear cavorting on the ice with a much smaller sled 
dog. The powerful bear with one swipe could rip the smaller dog in half. 
Instead, the two bow, roll about, wrestle, jump, play bite, and generally 
goof around. The first point Brown makes is that both animals appear 
well fed, well rested, and not in stress. Having their basic needs taken 
care of enables them to be open and ready to play, which, he says, is also 
true in humans. The second point, he says, is that this kind of “rough- 
and-tumble” frolicking shows just why play is so important. Something 
special is happening, Brown maintains, that goes beyond mere exercise 
or the scientific view that play is practice, a means to prepare young 
animals for behaviors they'll need to survive as adults. “It’s the explora- 
tion of the possible,” Brown said. “Play takes one thing—a massive polar 
bear that could eat a little dog—and turns it into something else, some- 
thing unexpected. A dance. It takes chaos and finds order. It’s based on 
trust, that no one’s going to get hurt. And it doesn’t seem to have any 
point. They're playing for the sake of playing.” 

Lizards, turtles, rats, birds, primates, most mammals, and even some 
fish play in their youth. Researchers have found a direct correlation 
between animal play and the growth of the cerebellum, the most neuron- 
rich part of the brain that controls movement, balance, coordination, 
and key cognitive functions like language processing and attention." 
Scientists are also finding direct links between animal play and the 
development of the prefrontal cortex, the “mind” of the thinking brain 
that controls emotions and impulses and leads to improved attention 
and decision making, all of which are critical to forming healthy social 
relations. The more play, the bigger the prefrontal cortex. Scientists say 
the finding likely holds true for humans as well: Children who have 
more time for free, unstructured, and rough-and-tumble play tend to 
be more socially and academically proficient as they grow.” 

Few animals continue to play into adulthood. Humans do. Play 
sculpts the brain, Brown maintains. In horsing around, pretending, 
telling stories, moving our bodies, creating, making jokes, tinker- 
ing, being curious, competing in sports, daydreaming, and playfully 
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exploring novel experiences—like soaring on a trapeze, or writing 
a book, even—the brain creates rich new neural connections that fire 
together in new ways. As a child, play is how we begin to understand 
ourselves and the way the world works, simulating experiences and 
emotions, learning skills without risk. As adults, play is what keeps our 
brains flexible. And that, Brown says, is what enables our species to in- 
novate, create, solve old problems in new ways, and continuously adapt 
our behavior to thrive in an ever-changing and often dangerous world. 
Once managers at Caltech’s Jet Propulsion Lab discovered that the best 
engineers had the richest play experiences—building soapbox derby 
racers, taking apart clocks, working with their hands—they began to 
include questions about a candidate’s play history in standard inter- 
views.”° The Nobel Prize-winning physicist Richard Feynman was a 
master of “serious play,’ Brown says, who approached his work with 
a playful attitude. “I'd invent things and play with things for my own 
entertainment, Feynman wrote in his autobiography. In the same 
spirit, he watched students in the cafeteria goof off by spinning plates. 
“For the fun of it,” he began to make calculations of the wobbles— 
“piddling around,” he said, which led to developing the “Feynman dia- 
grams” to explain quantum electrodynamics and ultimately resulted 
in his Nobel Prize.” 

In animal studies, life without play is bleak. Scientists put young 
rats in cages only with adults, who don't play, and kept them away from 
other young, playful rats. They discovered that when deprived of play, 
the young rats’ brains developed abnormally. So abnormally, in fact, 
that they looked just like the brains of rats with a damaged prefrontal 
cortex. In one experiment, when presented with a cat odor, both rats 
who played and rats deprived of play fled, their stress hormone cortisol 
levels spiking and their hearts racing. But only the playful rats slowly 
reemerged, began to poke around, and tested the environment again. 
“The nonplayers never come out of hiding,” Brown explained. “Their 
cortisol levels don’t come back down. They often die.””” 

Brown began his lifelong study of play by analyzing, in experiments 
like the rat study, the consequences of its absence. As a young psychia- 
trist, he was asked to investigate why Charles Whitman, who'd been an 
Eagle Scout, an altar boy, and a Marine, shot and killed seventeen and 
wounded forty-one people at the University of Texas in 1966. Yes, there 
had been abuse, a controlling father, and a lot of stress in Whitman’s 
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life. But what struck Brown most was that as a child, Whitman had 
never been allowed time to play. And that absence “left him without a 
repertoire of behaviors to handle high stress, particularly humiliation 
and depression,” Brown said. 

Brown has since taken more than six thousand “play histories” of 
people. And what he finds in those who do not make time for play— 
in either attitude or activity—is often joylessness, rigidity, addiction, 
workaholism, diminished curiosity, and, at the core, depression. To 
help people reclaim their playful natures, he takes them back to their 
earliest memories of play, to remember what they loved doing as chil- 
dren so they can begin to build on it and figure out how to use it as 
adults—to bring creativity and passion to their work, like Richard Feyn- 
man, to foster intimacy, connection, and playfulness in their relation- 
ships at home with their partners and children and to make time to 
just have lighthearted fun for the soul. 

That’s what Brown saw Barbara Brannen, a woman he met in Colo- 
rado, do. 

Brannen was a successful executive in Denver with two kids and a 
busy life who, over time, found herself feeling increasingly overwhelmed, 
unsatisfied, sad, and so stressed-out from working all the time that she 
lost the use of her left arm. “A whole bunch of things in my life fell 
apart, and I decided it was because I'd stopped playing,” she told me. 
“I decided that play was a gift, a gift that women, in particular, get the 
message very early on that they should give up. And they need to find 
it again.” 

] visited Brannen at her home office. She answered the door wear- 
ing a headband with sparkly red hearts bopping from two wires, gave 
out a great laugh as if she were utterly delighted to see me, and handed 
me a little pink plastic pig. “This is a shower pig,” she said. “Taking a 
shower with a pig every morning is like deciding, ‘Today is going to be 
a good day. A playful day.’” 

Her office, which looks out onto the Rocky Mountains, is decorated 
with sock monkeys, Tiggers, rainbows, butterflies, purple pens, hula 
hoops, colored highlighters, and all manner of plastic toy trinkets and 
stuffed animals. Brannen explains that, in the process of recovering 
from major surgery on her arm, she began to find time to bring play 
back into her own life and that she, as a “play coach,” running a busi- 
ness called Playmore, has helped others do the same. The key, she has 
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found, is helping people remember what, as a child, made them feel so 
happy they couldn’t wait to do it and, once they started, never wanted 
to stop. To help jog people’s moribund and often embarrassed memo- 
ries, she brings out giant pads of paper with wide lines, like a kinder- 
gartener uses, and a box of colored pencils and tells people to just start 
writing what she calls a “playlist.” 

That's what she herself began to do. She discovered she did have 
time for leisure. It just wasn’t her kind of leisure. She’d fallen into do- 
ing all the things that her kids wanted or that her husband liked or that 
others expected of her—playdates, socializing, going to movies, or just 
waiting for vacation or holidays to come. She did enjoy the time, “but I 
wanted to feel my heart sing,” she said. “I wanted something to grab 
hold of, that when you finish doing it, it doesn’t matter if it tires you 
out, it rejuvenates you.” 

She began trying to recall what it was that she loved but had set 
aside. She began reading the comics again and sitting down to play the 
piano for a few minutes when she walked by it. She injected playfulness 
throughout her day, blasting music when it was time to clean out the 
closet or wearing head boppers at work. She stashed bubbles in the car 
for her kids when they got cranky and began carrying a wand in case 
she felt like waving it around when she was stuck in traffic. Over time, 
she remembered that what she loved most as a child and what she 
missed most as an adult was being outdoors. She loved to ski, to be out 
in the woods. She loved making mud pies. And most of all, she loved 
the water. She also realized that her husband did not love any of these 
things, and perhaps that was why it took her so long to remember. It 
was a scary realization. She loved her husband. Her challenge became, 
then, how to find time for her own play while preserving time for the 
things they loved to do together. She started small, planting a garden 
in the backyard and getting her hands dirty, like she had making mud 
pies. Then she found nearby hiking trails and took her dog or met a 
friend to walk. Over time, as her arm healed and her children grew up, 
on a wild hair, she found herself at REI, shopping for a kayak. Though 
she had no idea how to paddle, she found three little lakes within ten 
minutes of her house, and now she regularly goes out to splash around. 
“It is just really, really fun.” 

She looked at me. “When was the last time you played?” she asked. 
“I mean really played?” 
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I paused. It would be months before Nadia and Sara finally cajoled 
me into coming on a playdate. I put down the pen and notepad that I’d 
been using to take notes on our conversation and thought back. When 
did I stop building Barbie houses out of our old red encyclopedias? 
Climbing that enormous pine tree in our neighbor's yard? Turning cart- 
wheels? Tossing a football after school with my friend Julie? When did 
the daring feats of capture the flag and the rough-and-tumble games of 
British bulldog out under the streetlights on warm summer nights turn 
into spin the bottle and truth or dare? 

“Oooot. I don’t know. When I was ten or eleven years old?” I said. 
“Maybe twelve?” 


In midair, it’s surprising how weightless a body feels. At the high point 
of the swing out, your legs almost float up and over the trapeze bar. And 
in the breath of a moment at the apex of the swing back, your hands 
easily come off the bar as you glide forward, hanging by your knees, 
like you did so naturally as a girl from the cool, hard metal bars of the 
playground. 

By this time, you've jumped from the Espana-STREB platform a 
handful of times and survived. You've stopped screaming with every 
swing. Your hands tremble, not with fear anymore but with a weird 
excitement that feels like your skin has been drinking coffee all day. 
Upside down, whooshing backward through the air, you arch your 
back and reach out with your hands, as much from instinct as from any 
instruction shouted from the ground below. You’ve watched as Mouse 
after Mouse on this trapeze playdate has done the same and, the tim- 
ing off by mere seconds, just missed the midair catch with the instruc- 
tor hanging by his knees from his own trapeze. So you expect nothing. 

The moment comes effortlessly. At the arc of the swing forward, 
hands clap onto your wrists. Catch. 

So this is what it feels like to fly. 


Every summer, as she prepares for vacation, Carolyn Semedo-Strauss 
stuffs her minivan with luggage. Next to the suitcases and duffel bags, 
she crams in bags of yarn and boxes of books, like a promise to herself, 
in the hopes that she’ll actually spend time enjoying a quiet moment 
alone. Most years, the boxes come home untouched. She rounds up her 
three kids and all the electronic gadgets, music, books, crayons, games, 
and gear to keep them relatively appeased for the ten-hour drive from 
Virginia to Massachusetts. She kisses her husband goodbye and heads 
out for her family reunion. It’s a sprawling African American family, 
with eleven siblings, and every year they converge from all over the coun- 
try for a few brief days at their parents’ home. With so much of her time 
taken up in the whirlwind of logistics, rushing to see everyone and 
making sure everyone else is happy, her vacation time leaves her mind 
in an exhausting “tangle” and doesn't feel very leisurely. 

Roger Mannell, a psychologist at the University of Waterloo in On- 
tario, has directed perhaps the only lab studies of leisure time. His re- 
search has found that when people have a sense of choice and control 
over what they do with their free time, they are more likely to get into 
flow, that engrossing and timeless state that some call peak human ex- 
perience. “Part of the problem with leisure is that people aren't quite 
sure what they really want. They don't know what leisure time is for 
them,” Mannell said. “And they never slow down long enough to figure 
it out.” 

In his experiment, Mannell told his subjects they were participat- 
ing in two different learning tasks. But the real experiment was what 
they did and how they felt during a thirty-minute period of “free” time 
between the two tasks. One group was given a choice about what to do; 
the other was told what to do. Mannell then asked each group to esti- 
mate how long they'd waited between tasks. Those who had no choice 
were almost uncannily accurate—reporting that twenty-nine excruci- 
atingly boring minutes had passed. But those who were given free 
choice became so engrossed in what they were doing, in flow, they lost 
track of time altogether. On average, they felt the waiting period was 
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only nine minutes long. Mannell did further studies and found that 
people who felt they naturally had more control over their lives also 
experienced more flow, while those who felt that external forces were 
more in control of their lives felt less.! To Mannell, consciously choos- 
ing leisure is the first step to reclaiming it. “The institutions we move 
in and out of in our daily lives have some responsibility for creating 
saner lives and need to change. But something in us needs to change as 
well,” Mannell said. “If we are really serious about finding more free 
time and having control over it, then we need to make the choice to 
pursue things that are really meaningful to us.” 

I told Mannell that in conversations with dozens of women as I re- 
searched this book, many lamented that their sense of time pressure 
and mind clutter followed them on vacation. “You get in this frenzied 
state, so that when you do have time, you don’t know what to do with 
it,” one told me. Said another, “Even on vacation, I just haven't been 
able to feel unburdened, untroubled, and turn-yourself-inside-out joy.” 
Many women said that whether it was a trip to an all-inclusive resort, a 
beach vacation, a camping trip, or a road trip to visit family, vacation 
often just meant more work for them. “Who decides, who plans, who 
organizes, who makes arrangements? Me. Me. Me. And me,” said Mara. 
Time to let go? She laughed bitterly and described a resort vacation 
where even a swim with the dolphins was just one more item to be 
checked off her to-do list, along with getting up early to grab seats by 
the crowded pool, slathering sunscreen on kids, and constantly check- 
ing the lost and found for the stuff they kept losing. “I just perpetuated 
what I do at home,” she said. “I was irritating even myself.” 

Mannell suggested I design an informal experiment and get a group 
of women to think about what they really wanted to experience during 
their time off and write it down. That, he said, would force them to 
make time to think about meaningful leisure so they could deliber- 
ately choose it. Carolyn Semedo-Strauss was the only one in the group 
who actually did. In the fall, I met Semedo-Strauss at a coffee shop. She 
ran a hand through her long, thin twists of dreadlocks and then pulled 
out a thick book where she’d listed what she wanted to do and how she 
wanted her time to feel: She wanted to read for pleasure, write, see a 
sunset, have quality time with her family, feel fully present and not so 
scattered, and create lasting memories. 

“How'd it go?” I asked. 
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She didn’t read and she didn’t write. But making a list of what she 
did want made it much clearer what she didn’t want: being in charge all 
the time. “So I sat back and enjoyed the hot dogs, like everyone else for 
once,” she said. 

One day at the beach, the kids were flying kites with the cousins, 
playing soccer, and searching for shells. She sat contentedly in the 
warmth of the sun, enjoying the rich aromas of the family cookout 
they'd just finished eating and the ease of being with her extended 
family. Around sunset, thick black storm clouds gathered on the hori- 
zon, casting shadows of the family all around her in sharp relief. She 
brought out her camera. Snap. “That’s when it hit me—this is what I 
wanted,” Semedo-Strauss told me, her eyes gleaming, smiling at the 
sunset, the family time, the presence, and the lasting memory she had, 
indeed, created. 


PART FIVE 


TOWARD TIME 
SEIN yh 


FINDING TIME 


The way you live your days is the way you live your life. 
—Annie Dillard 


I sit at a table with four other people, pencil in hand, paralyzed. In 
front of each of us lies a blank calendar for one week, starting on Sun- 
day and ending on Saturday. Each day is broken into hourly grids, start- 
ing at 6 a.m. and ending at midnight. The task at this daylong Time 
Triage workshop sounds simple enough: Design Your Perfect Sched- 
ule. What would you do, say, on Tuesday at 10 a.m. or on Friday at 
3 p.m. to make your life meaningful? What, when you really come 
down to the quotidian details, does it look like every day to have time 
to do good work, to spend quality time with your family and friends, 
and to refresh your soul? 

I stare at the page. 

And so does everyone else: a real estate agent who feels there’s so 
much chaos between her work and life demands that it seems as if her 
time is “bleeding”; a man who just wants to figure out how to relax on 
the weekends without feeling guilty; his wife who wants the world to 
stop for a few days so she can get caught up; a young woman living on 
fast-forward who has burned through two marriages and snaps photos 
of beautiful sunsets to post on Facebook as she flies down the road on 
her way to somewhere else. “I just feel this tremendous sense of loss all 
the time.” 

We'd started the workshop that morning with a very different exer- 
cise in time: filling in a schedule of what we'd done in the past week. 
That was easy. Everyone jam-packed the little hour grids with so much 
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stuff that the cramped handwriting spilled out into the margins of 
the page. Terry Monaghan, our no-nonsense leader and self-described 
“productivity expert,” then asked us what we'd do if our schedules opened 
up and we suddenly found we had more time. 

“Read,” I said. The others chimed in: “Sleep.” “Organize all the draw- 
ers.” “Learn to sail.” “Sew.” “Pray.” “Travel.” “Be happy.” 

“Where is the time for that on your schedules?” Monaghan had asked. 
There wasn’t any. That’s when she’d given us these blank calendars and 
told us to find the time. We stare, stumped, for several more uncomfort- 
able minutes. 

Terry Monaghan’s approach to time management is simple: You can't 


ym 


» 


manage time. Time never changes. There will always and ever be 168 
hours in a week. What you can manage are the activities you choose to 
do in time. And what busy and overwhelmed people need to realize, 
she said, is that you will never be able to do everything you think you 
need, want, or should do. “When we die, the e-mail in-box will still be 
full. The to-do list will still be there. But you won't,” she told us. “Eighty 
percent of the e-mail that comes in is crap anyway, and it takes you the 
equivalent of nineteen and a half weeks a year just to sort through. 
Eighty percent of your to-do list is crap. Look, the stuff of life never 
ends. That is life. You will never clear your plate so you can finally 
allow yourself to get to the good stuff. So you have to decide. What 
do you want to accomplish in this life? What’s important to you right 
now? And realize that what’s important now may not be two years 
from now. It’s always changing.” 

Monaghan looks at us staring forlornly at our blank Perfect Sched- 
ules. She sighs. “This is not rocket science here, people,” she says. “Start 
with time for what’s most important.” 

But that’s where I got stuck. Everything seemed important. My work. 
My family. My friends. My community. Changing the kitty litter. Sort- 
ing my daughter's Barbie shoes. Keeping the incoming tide of clutter in 
the house at bay... 

That, Ellen Ernst Kossek, an organizational psychologist and man- 
agement professor at Purdue University, would later tell me, means I’m 
not only an “integrator” of work and home duties, but the kind of tiber- 
integrator she calls a “fusion lover.” Unlike “separators,” who keep their 
work and life separated with bright lines, I tend to do everything all at 
once, all the time. In her book CEO of Me, Kossek writes that some 
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people thrive on integration, answering work e-mails from the side- 
lines of a child’s soccer game or checking in with the babysitter in the 
afternoon at the office, juggling a hundred different balls with aplomb.! 
But if that integration was making me feel overwhelmed, then I wasn’t 
doing it particularly well. The downside to being a fusion lover, she said, 
is that people like me tend to get confused over which demand is more 
pressing in the moment, so we don’t have clear focus on what to do. We 
can't decide. So we end up doing both work and home activities in an 
ambivalent, halfhearted way, which produces mediocre outcomes and 
vague disappointment in both. Youch! 

There it was again, that ambivalence. 

In truth, I had always suffered from indecision. Burger with fries or 
without? Call high school friends or stay home and watch Love Boat? 
The indecision was compounded by gnawing self-doubt and only in- 
tensified when I tried to both work and parent. Time management 
gurus talk about clearing away any nagging “internal friction” that 
erodes the willpower and clouds the thinking before one can take off 
to superproductive heights. But honestly, in living in a stew of am- 
bivalence and self-doubt, crashing between the impossible pulls of the 
ideal worker and ideal mother, “internal friction” doesn’t even begin to 
cover what’s going on inside. 

Sometimes the sheer agony of leaving the warm baby or the weeping 
toddler and walking out the door in the morning to go to an unforgiv- 
ing workplace was enough to sap my strength for the rest of the day. I 
can still remember watching my son’s tiny hand, waving out the win- 
dow from his car seat, and the utter anguish I felt as Tom turned left to 
take Liam to Abracadabra one morning and I, driving the car behind 
them, turned right to face another long and unpredictable workday. I felt 
guilty and heartsick as I dragged into the office. Working from home or 
working flexible hours wasn’t as much of an option then as it is now. 

The minute I crossed the threshold into the office, the chatter would 
start in my head: “You left your children. You'd better do something 
extraordinary to make up for it.” But I usually had just enough psychic 
juice to start the day with the easier, distracting flash fires on my to-do 
list, thinking I’d just clear my plate and then get to more important 
stuff. The heavy inertia tended to burn off about midmorning. Then I'd 
often get so wrapped up in what I was doing that I'd lose track of time. 
The guilty, sluggish start tended to make my workdays longer, the churn 
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of pollution in my brain making it harder to think. Then I'd get stuck 
on deadline or in traffic and guiltily slink home later than I'd hoped. 

It wasn’t like this all the time. There were good days. Leaving in the 
morning did get easier, emotionally if not logistically, once the kids hit 
school age. But that ragged feeling of being neither here nor there and 
vaguely inadequate in both is what I remember most about being a 
working mother with little kids in the early twenty-first century. For 
years, I imagined myself sliding sideways into the day, reluctant and 
resentful, skulking like a crab. 

Psychologists say that ambivalence is, literally, being of two minds. 
In their labs, they have found that that nebulous feeling is far more 
uncomfortable and stressful on the body and mind than either embrac- 
ing one position over another or merely being neutral. But the discom- 
fort of the ambivalent soul becomes unbearable if we are forced to make 
a choice.” In constant battle with yourself, you fight, not to truce but 
to a stalemate. There is no clear victor, no end in sight. It’s like living 
life on hold. We distract ourselves from this uneasy internal landscape 
with busyness, with the bustle of our to-do lists. To be ambivalent, say 
the psychotherapists David Hartman and Diane Zimberoff, is to be 
preoccupied with both what is wanted and what is not. “The opposite of 
ambivalence is a rigid intolerance for ambiguity, nuance or paradox,” 
they write. “The synthesis of the two is ‘passionate commitment in the 
face of ambiguity.’ ”’ 

Ah, is that it? 

Sitting in the Time Triage workshop, staring at my blank Perfect 
Schedule, I realized I would never be able to schedule my way effi- 
ciently out of the overwhelm. I had to face my own ambivalence about 
trying to live two clashing ideals at once. There would never be enough 
room in a day for both. As J had been on this quest to understand the 
overwhelm and the way out, I watched helplessly as Jeff, one of our best 
friends, died suddenly and inexplicably of stomach cancer. Life is so 
fragile. I simply couldn't wait, like so many people clucked, until the 
kids were grown and gone and the madness was over to live my best 
life. I couldn't wait for the ideal worker to retire, for businesses and 
governments to rewrite policies, for society to reshape its attitudes. I 
may not have the time. I had to figure out how to embrace my own life 
with that passionate commitment in the face of ambiguity, right here, 
right now. 
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I searched for people who had. That led me to Maia Heyck-Merlin and 
the group she put together called WoMoBiJos: Working Mothers with 
Big Jobs. The WoMoBiJos are women in their thirties and forties who 
live in different cities and have big careers in finance, the nonprofit 
world, medicine, and other fields. The ones who live near New York 
meet once a month for breakfast. The rest: communicate primarily 
through the magic of Google Groups and the Internet. They love their 
work, yet they are not ideal worker warriors. They love their kids 
and families, yet they don’t buy into the ideal mother’s demands. “Good 
enough is the new perfect,” is their mantra. They love their lives. And 
many have found a way to make time for themselves. Though each one 
lives a busy life, not one described herself as feeling overwhelmed. 

In talking to them, it pretty quickly became apparent why: None of 
the WoMoBijJos felt ambivalent. Their lives certainly weren't perfect— 
living with a two-year-old, one said, is “like living with a bipolar drunken 
troll.” They were tired. They worked hard to make things work. But 
without the fog of guilty ambivalence shrouding their days, each was 
able to embrace her life with passion. 

“I don't describe my life as overwhelming. I see it as deeply rich and 
complex. I feel energized by the challenges I have to confront,” said 
Heather Peske, a Boston WoMoBiJo with two daughters who travels 
frequently for her job but makes sure she has Fridays off at home. “I’m 
not being Pollyannaish and I'm definitely tired. There are compromises 
and tensions, but I like living that way. Balance is a simplistic formula- 
tion because my life is often not balanced. It tips in various directions at 
different times between my work, my kids, my partner, or myself. But 
I’ve found that rather than seek perfect balance, it’s better for me to ask 
myself: Am I trying my best? Am I doing things for the right reasons? 
Do I make those I love feel loved? Am I happy? And then adjust as I go.”* 

“I don’t feel conflicted. I feel like Pm making my own choices,” said 
Melea, a chief operating officer at a nonprofit and mother of two who 
sets her own schedule and works from home two days a week. “But I 
know a lot of that is because of the supportive culture of my workplace. 
When you're in a churn-and-burn environment, like a lot of my friends 
are, youre in constant conflict.” 

Maia Heyck-Merlin loves her work as a chief talent officer for an 
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education reform nonprofit in New York and running her own com- 
pany, the Together Teacher, teaching time management and organiza- 
tion techniques to teachers. She assembled the WoMoBiJo group soon 
after giving birth to her daughter when she ran smack into the haze of 
ambivalence that hovers over the mommy wars. She joined one moth- 
ers’ group of women whose husbands had big jobs and made a lot of 
money and, following in the ideal mother’s footsteps, they were staying 
home with the children. “The thought of going to work every day makes 
me nauseous,” one told her. She tried another group of working moth- 
ers. But most were lawyers or struggling to work in the time cages of 
demanding ideal worker workplaces. They were miserable. The first 
session started with cutting out magazine photographs of what they 
imagined would be better lives or wistfully looking for businesses they 
could start on their own. Heyck-Merlin couldn't relate to either group. 
She wanted to work. She wanted to be a good mom. She wanted to have 
time to live a good life. And she saw no reason not to do it all. And nei- 
ther did the other WoMoBijJos she began to find. 

“We're all in very mission-driven work. We feel we are doing good 
by making the world a better place—for our kids, for everybody,” Heyck- 
Merlin said. “I feel like I’m a pretty good mother. I’m pretty good at my 
job. I can’t be all things all days. But if I shoot for it in a monthlong 
period, then | do okay. I am into having little stress in my life, a big job, 
and a lot of fun.” 

The more I spoke with the WoMoBiJos it became apparent they 
were treed from the mire of ambivalence because the structures of their 
lives, like the best of the bright spots I’d found, fully support them in 
work, love, and play. They all work in incredibly flexible work environ- 
ments. Many WoMoBiJos work compressed schedules or work regularly 
from home. They have worked their way into positions of authority, so 
their time is their own to control and is predictable. They are unapolo- 
getic. Once, when the men at Heyck-Merlin’s organization wanted to 
meet regularly at 7:30 a.m., she matter-of-factly pointed out to her boss 
that, as the only executive with a full-time working spouse—her teacher 
husband—that was unworkable. They decided to hold meetings during 
regular business hours instead. 

Their partners are, to greater and lesser extents, equitably sharing 
care of kids and domestic work. They automate, delegate, or drop every- 
thing else—shopping for groceries online, hiring help, or not caring if 
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the house is less than perfect or if their husbands always make sand- 
wiches for dinner. So none face the double time bind at home. Heyck- 
Merlin has no qualms hanging up chore lists at big gatherings of family 
or friends. “Why should someone be sitting on the couch while I do all 
the work? They can empty the dishwasher.” 

The WoMoBijJos are also ruthlessly clear about their priorities. They 
feel no compulsion to do or spend time on anything that feels obligatory. 
They are all disciplined and organized, and have learned skills to inte- 
grate their work and home lives. They have taken time, as Peter Senge 
preaches in The Fifth Discipline, to first get curious, figure out what's 
important to them, and make sure that gets scheduled first on their calen- 
dars. They carve firm boundaries to protect uninterrupted time at work, 
undisturbed time to connect with family, and guilt-free time to them- 
selves to recharge, even if that means fully savoring the small moments 
of alone time that they used to take for granted, like getting a haircut. 

More than anything, I was struck by how supremely confident 
all the WoMoBijJos are, in themselves, their skills, the decisions they've 
made, and the way they live their lives, cultural norms be damned. | 
wondered, Was that it? Their confidence? Were they able to create these 
rich, complex, and full lives and live them wholeheartedly simply 
because they believed they could? And if that were the case, could the 
WoMobBijos, instead of being just a small group of admirable women 
in enviable special circumstances, really be pioneers showing us all the 
way? If they could believe their way into living unambiguously, could 
others? Could I? 

“I actually really do not care, to a fault, what people think,” Heyck- 
Merlin told me. “But I also don’t believe anything is due to personality 
trait. Everything is learned. It’s a mind-set. It’s a skill that needs to be 
developed. It takes practice. And time.” 

That’s the gospel that Kathy Korman Frey, whom some call the 
“Confidence Guardian,” has been preaching. Frey, a Harvard MBA, is 
an entrepreneur, a mother of two, and a business professor at George 
Washington University who runs The Hot Mommas Project, the larg- 
est global database of business case studies written by women entre- 
preneurs about how they run their companies and manage their home 
lives at the same time. She is adamant that what keeps so many women 
running ragged and out of time is that most have yet to develop the 
skill of confidence, or what she calls “self-efficacy.” 
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“Self-efficacy is really the final frontier for women,” she told me one 
day as we sat on the back patio between her Washington, D.C., house 
and the outbuilding that serves as her office. The lack of self-efficacy, 
she said, is a big part of why women don’t negotiate for better salaries, 
bigger positions, or flexible work arrangements that would give them 
more control over their time.° It’s why many feel like impostors in class 
or at work and don’t offer opinions or challenge decisions. It’s what 
keeps many women from asking for or expecting help from partners at 
home. It’s part of why so many get caught in the overwhelm and have a 
hard time imagining life beyond it. And it’s a big reason why young 
women limit their own horizons. “For women, we begin to lose self- 
efficacy when we're teenagers. We become first in line to put ourselves 
down and put others first,” she said. “Then we get so busy with all the 
demands of this crazy world that we don’t have time to even think 
about it.” 

But self-efficacy, like grit, can be learned, she said. Like a muscle, 
it can be exercised and made strong. And she is devoting her life to 
teaching the four ways that famed psychologist Albert Bandura said 
people could learn it.° She calls them “Jedi Mind Tricks”: 


« Have “mastery experiences.” The more you do some things well, 
the more you'll build the confidence to do other things well. 
Find role models and seek out mentors. 

Listen to and believe the positive and encouraging words people 

have for you. 

e “Get a grip.” Recognize that perceptions are what shape experi- 
ence. And when it comes to negative and self-defeating patterns 
of thought, she advises, as Cher did in Moonstruck, “Snap out 
of it!” 


“Look, we're in crisis. Women can deal with it in one of two ways: 
become stockholders in the companies that make antidepressants like 
Prozac, or do commonsense things like connecting with people in very 
specific ways, changing our mind-set and developing self-efficacy,” she 
said. “I’m not saying it’s not hard. But I am saying it’s like you're wear- 
ing the ruby slippers. You have the power. You’ve had it all along.” 
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I called Terry Monaghan. If I was really going to use what I’d been 
learning on this journey and knit together the shreds of far-flung time 
confetti, if I was ever going to allow myself a moment of peace, if I 
was to figure out how to embrace my life with passion in the face of 
ambiguity, I realized I needed self-efficacy boot camp. 

Monaghan had a good track record. When I met one of her coach- 
ing clients, Liz Lucchesi, a real estate agent and mother of two, Luc- 
chesi told me that she had been stuck in the overwhelm and “on” all 
the time. She slept maybe four hours a night, grinding her teeth. By the 
time she began working with Monaghan, she hadn’t seen her kids in 
four days. “They’d be in bed by the time I got home,” she told me. “My 
husband was furious, saying, “You don’t laugh anymore. Youre not fun 
to be around.’ We hadn’t been to church in a while. I was always 
so tired I'd get emotional and take things personally. I’d get easily 
distracted.” 

At their first session, Monaghan started by asking Lucchesi what 
was most important to her. Lucchesi wrestled with her own ambiva- 
lence. She’d branched out on her own in real estate after working her 
tail offin an all-male property management firm and getting nowhere. 
She thought being her own boss would give her the time and flexibility 
her former firm wouldn't. Yet she found herself being even more in- 
flexible and demanding than they ever had been. Lucchesi’s story made 
me think of an older woman I'd met who'd just left a time-consuming 
job in corporate America only to lament, “I went to work for myself, 
and my husband said I went to work for a bitch. I work evenings and 
weekends, I never get time off, and my work is never good enough. Where 
is the time for me?” 

Lucchesi realized that what she most wanted was not to be the ideal 
worker of her old property management firm but time to play with her 
kids and to concentrate on the best part of her job—building relation- 
ships with clients and writing contracts. Monaghan began working 
with her to create a system and routines that would help her do that. 
It’s not so much that they scheduled everything down to the minute, 
but Monaghan forced Lucchesi to take the most important pieces of 
her jigsaw puzzle and fix them in time on her calendar first. Everything 
else flowed around those big pieces. 

At work, as Lucchesi began to focus on doing what she really liked, 
her business grew and she was able to hire other people and delegate 
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tasks like putting up the FoR SALE signs, staffing most of the weekend 
open houses, doing her books, and running her website. When I met 
her, Lucchesi’s annual volume of sales had tripled from $15 to $48 mil- 
lion. She slept eight hours a night. She had time to play with her chil- 
dren and go to church. She'd become an active philanthropist in her 
community. She was running again and enjoying it, not just slogging 
through a workout. For fun, she was taking piano lessons and had just 
returned from a weekend camping trip. “The knots at the base of my 
neck and at the top of my shoulders are gone,” Lucchesi said. She was 
put on this earth to live a good life, she told me. And she finally felt that 
she was. 

At our first meeting, Monaghan asked me the same question: “What’s 
most important to you right now?” 

“Um, writing this book?” I answered. “And having time for my 
family?” 

She cut me off before I could add anything. Then she asked me what 
I planned to do in the coming week to make time for both. I began 
rattling off an exhaustive list of just about everything that I needed to 
do, ever, in my life. By the following week, when we were scheduled to 
talk again, I was feeling guilty and defeated. I’d barely made a dent in 
all the tasks I’d assigned myself to do. 

“So,” she said wryly when she called, “how !ong did it take for you 
to figure out you couldn't do everything on your list in one week?” 

In truth, ld always known it. 

“So much of our overwhelm comes from unrealistic expectations,” 
she said. “And when we don’t meet them, instead of questioning the 
expectations, we think that we're doing something wrong.” Managing 
the overwhelm, she said, comes down to knowing the underlying story 
that’s driving those unrealistic expectations. 

“So what’s my underlying story?” I asked. 

“You want to write the perfect book,” she said matter-of-factly. “And 
you think the perfect book is anything written by anyone else. Your 
ongoing conversation with yourself is: You're not enough. So whatever 
you do will never be enough. Every human being has some flavor of 
‘not enough.’ You can either be stopped by it, or simply notice it, like 
the weather.” 

I began to try to just notice that stormy internal weather, instead of 
getting swept away in it. Notice how much I was unconsciously trying 
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to live up to impossible ideals. Notice my ambivalence. And I began to 
more consciously grapple with the questions that daunt not only per- 
fectionists but, really, anyone with a pulse: How much is enough? 
When is it good enough? How will I know? 

We started small: by clearing my desk. “It gives your brain a rest 
from visual clutter.” As we worked to build systems and routines into 
my days, we always seemed to be coming back to my brain, and how 
getting a handle on the overwhelm was not just about creating more 
space and order on my calendar and in my office, but doing the same 
in my mind. 

When I would second-guess myself or become obsessed about not 
knowing what I was doing, she'd interrupt me brusquely. “Right now, 
you need to free up all this energy that’s being consumed by worry.” 
She told me to take out a piece of paper, set a timer for five minutes, 
and write furiously about absolutely everything that was bugging me. I 
didn’t have to do anything about this “Worry Journal.” Just getting the 
ambivalence out of my head and putting it somewhere would give my 
brain a rest. “It’s a way off the hamster wheel.” 

We did the same with the enormous to-do list I carried around in 
my head like a mark of shame. Every Monday morning, | began to set 
aside time to plan the week. I began with a brain dump. It was the list 
of everything on my mind from here to eternity. The working memory 
can keep only about seven things in it at one time. And if the to-do list 
is much longer than that, the brain, worried it may forget something, 
will get stuck in an endless circular loop of mulling, much like a run- 
ning toilet. The brain dump is like jiggling the handle. “If your to-do 
list lives on paper, your brain doesn't have to expend energy to keep 
remembering it,” Monaghan said. 

As I worked with Monaghan, I also interviewed productivity and 
time management experts, read books, clipped magazine articles, 
watched webinars, listened to podcasts, attended lectures, took my 
Time Perspective Inventory’ to see if I viewed the past, present, and 
future in the optimal configuration for happiness, took an Energy Au- 
ditë to see if I was working at peak performance physically, mentally, 
emotionally, and spiritually, and reviewed dozens of different method- 
ologies all aiming to relieve the time-sucking overwhelm. The essence 
of their advice all seemed to boil down to what my kids learned in 
preschool: Plan. Do. Review. Take time to figure out what's important 
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in the moment and what you want to accomplish in life. If you're 
ambivalent, notice it. Pick something anyway. Embrace it. Play. Try 
one approach. Assess. If that isn’t working, ditch it and play with some- 
thing else. Keep yourself accountable but enjoy the process. There is no 
right answer. This is life. 

Like Monaghan does herself, I began using bits of one method, 
pieces of another.” If they seemed to help, I kept on using them. If the 
methods were too complicated or took too much work, I moved on. 

But by far, the one skill that I have learned that has transformed my 
experience of time is the power of the pulse. 


“TIl bet you're writing your book the way I wrote my first three,” Tony 
Schwartz told me. ld called Schwartz, the author of The Way We're 
Working Isn't Working, to ask about the Energy Project, his company 
that draws on human performance science to transform work cultures 
from grueling time-starved ideal worker “survival zones” to what he 
calls fully engaged “performance zones.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“Chained to your desk. Sitting in front of a computer for ten hours 
straight.” 

“Wim: Yes.” 

“I write in three or four ninety-minute sprints now and I am 100 
percent engaged. Then I take a break, I either eat something, take a run, 
or I meditate. I distinctly change channels,” he explained. “My first three 
books took me at least a year each to write. My last two, I worked less 
than half the amount of time each day, but I finished each one in six 
months. It’s all about using rhythm.” 

Human beings, he said, are designed to pulse, to alternate between 
spending and recovering energy. The heart beats. The lungs breathe in 
and out. The brain makes waves. We wake and sleep. Even digestion is 
rhythmic. We're built to work the same way, he said, alternating be- 
tween periods of intense focus and time for rest and renewal. Because 
old ideal worker work is measured in hours, we tend to put in long 
ones, he said. We ignore the signs of fatigue, boredom, and distraction 
and just power through. But we're hardly doing our best work.” “We've 
Jost touch with the value of rest, renewal, recovery, quiet time, and down- 
time,’ Schwartz told me. It’s hardly a wonder, then, with the pressure 
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of long hours, putting in face time, and the constant interruptions of 
the modern workplace, less than 10 percent of workers say they do their 
best thinking at work.!! 

In his book Be Excellent at Anything, Schwartz writes that scientists 
in 1957 discovered that humans sleep in ninety-minute cycles, our 
brain wave activity slowing and then speeding back up to near waking, 
only to begin the next sleep cycle. A few decades later, sleep research- 
ers found those same ninety-minute oscillations from higher to lower 
states of alertness during the day and dubbed them “ultradian” cy- 
cles.'* Schwartz’s thinking was also influenced by Florida State Univer- 
sity psychologist Anders Ericsson’s research. Ericsson studied young 
violinists at the prestigious Academy of Music in Berlin to see what it 
takes to be the best. Ericsson is widely credited for coming up with the 
theory that it takes ten thousand hours of deliberate practice in anything 
to become an expert. “That led to the assumption that the best way to 
get things done is to just work more hours,” Schwartz said. But that’s 
only part of it. Ericsson’s study found that not only did the best violin- 
ists practice more, they also practiced more deliberately: They prac- 
ticed first thing in the morning, when they were freshest, they practiced 
intensely without interruption in typically no more than ninety- 
minute increments for no more than four hours a day. And, most im- 
portant, Schwartz said, the top violinists rested more. They slept longer 
at night and they napped more in the day. “Great performers,” Schwartz 
wrote, “work more intensely than most of us do but also recover more 
deeply.”” 

Working continuously, without breaks, is in fact a surefire way to 
produce subpar work. Scientists have long known that, during sleep, 
the brain consolidates new information and skills by making new con- 
nections between neurons, effectively rewiring the brain. Neuroscien- 
tists in Sydney have found that that rewiring happens during the day 
as well, when we take a break. In lab experiments, they discovered that 
students who studied, but took regular breaks, performed better on 
cognitive tests than students who studied continuously. Continuous 
practice, continuous study, continuous work, the scientists theorized, 
disrupts the natural, pulsing brain rewiring cycle." 

Pulsing—deactivating and reactivating the brain—actually makes 
it pay better attention. The brain evolved to detect and respond to 
change, always alert to danger. And once the novelty wears off and the 
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brain becomes “habituated,” it no longer notices the nonthreatening 
sights, sounds, or feelings that have been constantly present, much like 
how you no longer notice the sensation of clothes touching your skin 
after a while, or your son the boring math worksheet he’s been staring 
at. University of Illinois psychologists gave subjects a fifty-minute task. 
The group that performed best, they found, was the one that had been 
given two short breaks.” 

Breaks also inspire creativity. Scientists have found that people who 
take time to daydream score higher on tests of creativity.” When our 
brains are idle, the default mode network lights up, connecting parts of 
our brain that don’t typically communicate when we're focused on a 
task. So a random thought, a stray memory, the snippet of a song, a 
dream fragment can all combine in a fresh way and produce an entirely 
new idea.’’ And there’s a very good biochemical reason why your best 
ideas and those flashes of insight tend to come not when you've got 
your nose to the grindstone, oh ideal worker, but in the shower. 

In a series of tests using brain imaging and electroencephalography, 
psychologists John Kounios and Mark Beeman have actually mapped 
what happens in the brain during the aha! moment, when the brain sud- 
denly makes new connections and imagines, Kounios has said, “new and 
different ways to transform reality creatively into something better.” 
When the brain is solving a problem in a deliberate and methodical way, 
Kounios and Beeman found that the visual cortex, the part of the brain 
controlling sight, is most active. So the brain is outwardly focused. But 
just before a moment of insight, the brain suddenly turns inward, what 
the researchers called a “brain blink.” Alpha waves in the right visual 
cortex slow, just as when we often close our eyes in thought. Milliseconds 
before the insight, Kounios and Beeman recorded a burst of gamma ac- 
tivity in the right hemisphere in the area of the brain just above the ear, 
believed to be linked to our ability to process metaphors. A positive mood 
heightens the chances for creative insight, as does taking time to relax," as 
Archimedes did in his bathtub before his eureka! moment about water 
displacement and as Einstein did when working out his Theory of Rela- 
tively while reportedly tootling around on his bicycle.” 


Terry Monaghan sought to train me to work in pulses. The idea was 
to chunk my time to minimize the constant multitasking, “role switch- 
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ing,” and toggling back and forth between work and home stuff like a 
brainless flea on a hot stove. The goal was to create periods of uninter- 
rupted time to concentrate on work—the kind of time I usually found 
in the middle of the night—during the day. And to be more focused 
and less distracted with my family. 

When it was time to work, I began to shut off e-mail and turn off 
the phone. When it was time to be with family, I tried to do the same. 
I began to gather home tasks in a pile and block off one period of 
time every day to do them. It was easier to stay focused on work 
knowing I'd given myself a grace period to get to the pressing home 
stuff later. 

When I was having difficulty, procrastinating, avoiding a task, stuck 
in ambivalence, Monaghan had me set a timer for thirty minutes, then 
take a break. “Your brain can stay focused on anything, even an un- 
pleasant task, if it knows it will last only thirty minutes,” she said. 
Slowly, as I gained confidence and got a grip, as Kathy Korman Frey 
would say, I worked up to forty-five- and then ninety-minute stretches. 
I have been researching and writing most of this book in ninety-minute 
pulses. In the middle of the day. 

Working in pulses, chunking time, the brain dump, and the Worry 
Journal have helped me begin to knit the scraps of my time together. 

I’ve been practicing other skills: 


e Making time to pause, and think about what is most important. 
From Peter Bregman’s method,”' I picked a handful of focus areas most 
important to me, which I eventually trimmed to just three: Write this 
Book, Have Quality Time with Family, and Be Healthy—which would 
help me do the first two better. Everything else went under a heading he 
calls “The Other 5 Percent,” the garbagey stuff that shouldn’t take more 
than 5 percent of your time and energy. That’s been SO FREEING! More 
than anything, this shift in mind-set has helped me break the unsatisfy- 
ing if-then cycle that I’ve been trapped in for so long: IfI can get through 
everything on my to-do list, then I’ll have cleared space for the impor- 
tant things or time for leisure. Now, the focus areas come first. I reserve 
a chunk of time for the 5 percent. My to-do list for the day is short 
enough for a Post-it note. Everything else goes into a master to-do list. I 
may never get to everything on it, but having it on paper gets the noise 
out of my head. 
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e I began carrying a small notebook around with me, as William 
Powers suggested in Hamlet’s Blackberry, and using the Notes app on 
my iPhone to capture the stray thoughts, ideas, or anxieties that hit 
when you least expect them. Just knowing I have a place to put them, 
like the master to-do list, has helped break the polluting mental tape 
loop of contaminated time. 

+ I’ve tried to give my willpower more juice and avoid decision 
fatigue by creating rituals to make parts of my schedule so automatic 
that they require no decisions at all. I lay out my running clothes the 
night before so I don’t have to decide in the morning whether to exer- 
cise or not. I've already decided.” Most mornings, as Tony Schwartz 
preaches, I try to choose ONE thing that is most important to do that 
day,*' and I try to do it first, when, science is finding, the brain is most 
alert." 

e I try to check e-mail in batches during the day, if Fm not on 
deadline or expecting something urgent, and try to answer what I can 
immediately. I changed my settings so now I have to manually down- 
load my e-mail. I am no longer at the mercy of some server hurling 
info turds into my in-box every few minutes. Still, e-mail is very much 
a work in progress. 


To be honest, this entire exercise in finding time, finding a way out 
of the overwhelm and beyond ambivalence, is all still very much a 
work in progress. For much of the time that I’ve worked on this book, 
I've been on leave and have had complete control over my time. When 
I returned to the hurly-burly of work at a newspaper and life as a small 
cog in someone else’s much larger wheel, | was worried that I’d be 
flung right back to square one, my time shredded into confetti once 
again. That’s certainly what it felt like those first few months. Caught 
right back up in the ideal worker world, I worked long. I worked late. I 
worked to the point of exhaustion, making stupid mistakes. But | 
began to realize that everything Ild learned, all the skills Pd been 
practicing, were still there. I still have focus areas, only one now in- 
cludes doing good journalism every day. I still work in pulses. I have 
a Monday morning brain dump. I chunk my time. I take breaks. I still 
give no more than 5 percent to the endless stuff of life. 1 do ONE thing 
a day. 

I try to be guided less by impossible ideals and unrealistic expecta- 
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tions and more by how I feel, whether I’m happy, if my work has made 
a difference, how connected I feel to my kids, to Tom, to my family and 
friends. I take time to understand why. I try to change. I no longer 
want to live someone else’s life. 

At home, Tom and I and the kids are getting better at sharing 
responsibility for the second shift. That has freed up time to play. I’ve 
spent entire days reading again. My good friend and running partner, 
Jenny, and I have now run several half marathons, one crashing 
through the woods on gorgeous forest trails and one silly one that 
gave out chocolate at mile 11. We even signed up and ran a crazy two- 
hundred-mile relay with ten other people, including Tom, and ran, 
sometimes in the middle of the night, ringed with so many pink, blue, 
green, and yellow glow-in-the-dark bracelets that we looked like festive 
party barges. We ate trail mix with abandon and I laughed like I hadn't 
in years. The Del Ray Moms that never got off the ground a few years 
ago has now become the Binders Full of Women, in honor of GOP 
presidential candidate Mitt Romney’s famous line. It’s not formal or 
organized, like the Mice at Play. But we’ve managed here and there to 
fit in an early morning canoe trip, a play, a circus silks class, making 
shaving cream art, and paddle boarding. Jenny also wrangled me into 
crew for a season. And there is, truly, nothing quite as good for the soul 
as seeing the stars and moon reflected on the quiet water as you catch 
your oar, press with your legs, and glide into the dawn. 

Having a clearer sense of what’s most important to do, having built 
up my self-efficacy muscles, Im not as seized with the feeling that I 
haven't done enough and the urge to do “just one more thing.” And so 
for the first time in decades I—sometimes—arrive places—shockingly— 
on time. Clearing the clutter in my head and the guilt that hung over 
every halfhearted decision has given me more peace of mind than any 
elaborate time management system. Time is still a struggle. I still work 
too much. I still don’t sleep enough. I still worry. I haven't made much 
progress on a family budget. My weight’s gone up and down. And I still 
have stupid days. But I am learning. Time feels better. Rather than am- 
bivalence, what I feel most of the time is gratitude. 


There does come a time when ambivalence comes to an end, when the 
choices are clearer and living with them is more comfortable. It has 
everything to do with time. Laura Carstensen, a professor of psychol- 
ogy and founding director of the Stanford Center on Longevity, spent 
years interviewing older people. She worried that aging people were 
lonely, anxious, depressed, or afraid of dying. She encouraged them to 
come to social gatherings or tried to get them to meet other people. 
“They would say, ‘I don’t have a lot of time for people.’ And I would say, 
‘Looks to me like you have a lot of time. It took me a long time to real- 
ize they weren't talking about time in a day; they were talking about 
time in their lives. They had a completely different perspective on time. 
A lot of things don’t make sense anymore when time is running out.” 

She began to see that when a person’s “time horizon” is short, if he 
or she has only five or ten years left to live, say, it becomes increasingly 
clear just exactly what is important. Ambivalence is replaced with a 
sharper sense of certainty. All of which makes it easier to decide how to 
spend the precious resource of time, now that you can see how finite it 
truly is. “Very open-ended, vast future time horizons turn out to be 
really hard on people emotionally. When | think about the childbear- 
ing years, youre anxious not only about yourselves and your own future, 
but you're very anxious about your children’s futures. Are they playing 
with the right kids in preschool? Getting good enough grades? What’s 
going to happen if they don’t do well in math?” Carstensen told me. 
“But as our time horizons grow shorter, we start to see the world dif- 
ferently. We start to see that what matters most are often the simple 
things—the smell of roses, watching your grandchildren splash in a 
puddle, the smile on the face of an old friend you're meeting for coffee. 
It’s those little moments that you start to focus on.” 

And by being focused on what’s important and the beauty of the 
small moments, she said, older people are actually happier. To test her 
theory, Carstensen put young and old people into a brain scanner, 
showed them both positive and negative images, and registered how 
the amygdala, the area of the brain that controls emotions and fear, 
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responded. She found that young people showed heightened brain ac- 
tivity when shown both positive and negative images. But older people 
registered responses only to the positive images, leading to what she 
calls the “positivity effect.” 

Collapsing one’s time horizon is a skill, Carstensen said, that the 
young can learn from the old. “My experience as a grandmother is, 
when I’m with my grandchildren, I’m really with them. But when my 
son was young, I was with him, but I was also working, preparing 
something else, and trying to get him to do his homework,” she said. 
“It’s hard to say this in a way that doesn’t sound horrible, but if the 
world as we know it were going to end in a year, you wouldn't be wor- 
rying about the homework.” 

I called Sue Shaw, one of the premier feminist leisure researchers. 
Shaw had just retired and moved with her husband to a cottage by a 
lake in Ontario, Canada. I was curious what a shortened time horizon 
and the end of ambivalence meant for the experience of leisure. Shaw 
no longer checks her e-mail much and has shed years of paperwork 
and files. She spends her days walking in the woods, reading, and even 
enjoying the cleaning and maintenance projects she and her husband 
do together. “I have a fair amount of leisure time now and a fair bit of 
freedom to do what I like with that time. But is it some exalted high 
state?” she said. “Some people talk about flow as being a near mystical, 
religious experience. Maybe they want to seek an altered state of con- 
sciousness. But for me, that sense of flow, being totally caught up in 
the moment, I tend to find it in nature, in the countryside, or when I’m 
having a good chat over a glass of wine with a friend. It’s a fleeting 
thing. It’s not something I try and measure in time, because the hours 
are almost irrelevant. There is a sense of peace associated with these 
moments. A connection to a broader universe, to other people or the 
world. I took my granddaughter out in the weekend to see the moon 
and stars—the moon was really full—and she was awed by it. She’s 
only three. It’s moments like these that just seem really important to 
the quality of our experience of time.” 

However short or long the horizon. 
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Whatever youre meant to do, do it now. The conditions are 
always impossible. —Doris Lessing 


Tara Brach tells us to close our eyes and listen to our breath. Her voice, 
calm and soothing, tells us to let go of the “ceaseless frenzy. Always 
thinking we should be doing something else. Always thinking that 
something is missing, something is wrong, and we need to be elsewhere.” 
She tells us to breathe. “Be here. Rest in your body. Your heart. This 
moment. The earth. Be at home.” 

I drift off to sleep. 

I had come to Tara Brach’s daylong mindfulness meditation retreat 
at the Insight Meditation Community of Washington, D.C., one Satur- 
day morning as my journey to understand time was coming to a close. 
A final lesson in learning how to climb out of that ceaseless frenzy of 
the overwhelm, I was discovering, was learning how to master the 
ceaseless clatter of your own contaminated mind. 

Just as the neuroscientists at the Yale Stress Center that I visited 
were finding that the overwhelm can physically shrink the thinking 
brain, a different group of scientists, using brain scans and mindfulness 
training—the process of learning to focus fully on the present moment— 
were discovering that when we slow down, when we learn to pause and 
notice where we are and feel at home, our complex brain literally grows 
bigger. The fear center of the brain contracts. Neuroscientists at Har- 
vard found that people's gray matter expanded after only eight weeks 
of meditating, practicing yoga, or just noticing how their bodies felt for 
as little as twenty-seven minutes a day.' “This is something that even a 
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few years ago we didn't think was possible,” Britta Hölzel, a Harvard 
neuroscientist leading many of the studies and a mindfulness practitio- 
ner herself, told me. “I find it fascinating that in such a relatively short 
time, after a change in behavior and a change in the way you look at 
your life, we see the actual physical structures changing in the brain.” 

The point is, she says, the overwhelm never goes away. But you can 
change how you think about it: pausing and noticing it without judg- 
ment, not reacting to it. Changing your thinking makes your brain 
grow. And a bigger brain, more sizzling neurons snapping and firing in 
new ways, means more gray matter to think, remember, and make de- 
cisions more clearly, she said. A smaller amygdala from the older part 
of the emotional brain means fewer freak-outs, breakdowns, and epi- 
sodes of paralyzing fear. So as the brain grows, the better you are able 
to see the swirl of the overwhelm without getting swept away by it. “Tm 
having a really stressful day today, so I can relate to this feeling of over- 
whelm very much,” Hölzel said. “But with mindfulness, you realize 
you are already where you are. There’s no need to rush to the next mo- 
ment. It will come automatically. And you will probably get more done 
if you just concentrate on what's happening right now anyway. It’s all 
about changing your perspective.” 

At the meditation retreat, the voice of Brach, a psychologist and 
Buddhist meditation teacher, wakes me. She’s talking about space. Our 
brains, so unchanged from the days when we lived in hunter-gatherer 
bands, are wired to scan for threats and notice everything that’s wrong, 
she says. So we can easily get stuck in what she calls a trance—of busy- 
ness, of unworthiness, of anxiety. “Then we find we're living in a world 
that’s very much smaller than what we really are. We're a bunch of 
tense muscles, rerunning old patterns of speeding around, not able to 
enjoy the sunsets, really listen to the music, see the glow in a child’s 
eye, listen to our children when they tell us stories,” she says. “We are 
so riveted getting to the next thing that we miss out on life, miss out on 
love, miss out on being in the moment. J think it’s worth challenging.” 
And the way to do that, she says, is to find space to ventilate the over- 
whelm. “Open up some cracks.” 

So I try again. I shut my eyes. I take a breath. And a Boz Scaggs 
song I haven't heard since high school starts playing in my head. “Lido. 
Whoa-oh-oh-oh . . .” I think of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. When he 
first began randomly paging people throughout the day in his time 
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studies and asking what they were thinking about, he expected they'd 
report contemplating great thoughts, planning new adventures, or 
lingering over happy memories. Instead, he found .. . chaos. “When left 
to itself, the mind turns to bad thoughts, trivial plans, sad memories, 
and worries about the future,” he wrote. “Entropy—disorder, confu- 
sion, decay—is the default option of consciousness.”* The only way to 
literal peace of mind, he said, was to either focus on a goal or train the 
mind through an internal discipline like meditation or mindfulness. 

At the break, I approach Brach, a petite, serene woman with long 
brown hair and a beatific smile. How do you find this space, I ask, 
when so many people feel they have no time? 

“You don't have to go on a monthlong meditation retreat.” She laughs. 
“Maybe you take some time in the middle of the day to pause, for just 
three minutes, or five minutes. Maybe you pause for a few seconds after 
you hang up the phone before you go right to the next thing. You can 
change your perspective in fifteen seconds. If you sit with a slight smile 
for three minutes, you shift your biochemistry. It sends a message to 
the nervous system that you're not in danger. All you need is the intention 
to slow down. That’s all it takes. Something that helps you leave the busy- 
ness of your thoughts and enter your body. The body will take you home.” 

When she had her son, she says, like so many parents she became 
pressed for time. She made a commitment to herself to meditate every 
day but gave herself a “back door”: It didn’t matter for how long. “Some 
days that meant I sat on the edge of the bed, took five deep breaths, of- 
fered a prayer to the world, and collapsed. That counted.” 

Getting out of the overwhelm, she says, means waking up. Waking 
up to life. Waking up to the fact that it’s fleeting. That’s why there’s 
power in finding like-minded communities, like Jessica DeGroot and 
the ThirdPath has, like the Simplicity Moms, New Dads, WoMoBiJos 
and Hot Mommas. “Because when you forget, I'll remind you that life 
is going to be over quickly and that this is an amazingly beautiful day.” 

I remember one evening when I was growing up, looking out the 
window and seeing a brilliant sunset over the lush evergreen forest 
near our home. I was seized with one thought: If only I were some- 
where else, somewhere better. Then I could really enjoy it. It was an 
unconscious theme that, looking back on my life, played like a broken 
record over and over, like the scrap of that Boz Scaggs tune I couldn't 
get out of my head at the retreat. 
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When I was thirty-four, I spent months helplessly watching my 
younger sister die of cancer.’ For the first time, I clung to each precious 
minute like a rare jewel. She had so few left. If she had to go down this 
awful road, then I wanted only to be right there with her, so at least she 
wouldn't have to travel it alone. In that singular focus, the smallest 
gesture, the quietest moment was transformed into an unimaginably 
exquisite gift of grace. Every detail presented itself in its aching full- 
ness, the bright red Adriamycin dripping into her veins, the way we 
laughed like little girls who’d done something naughty when I combed 
her thick, wavy blond hair and a big chunk fell out, the quality of the 
fading light in her hospital room as evening gently softened to dusk. 
The single tear that rolled out of the side of her eye when it was clear 
that her life was at an end. 

The Greeks called that kind of time kairos. When we live by the clock, 
the Greeks said, we are bound by chronos time. This is the time that races, 
marches, creeps, and flies. It is the life that T. S. Eliot measured out in 
coffee spoons and the thirty hours of leisure that John Robinson tallies 
on his spreadsheets. But kairos is the time of the “right moment,” the 
eternal now, when time is not a number on a dial but the enormity of 
the experience inside it. On the day that I sought to write this chapter, 
I was caught in the gears of chronos, rushing from an early morning 
teacher meeting we'd forgotten to the shop to get Tom's rattling car. 
The dryer was broken. Soggy clothes were draped all around the house. 
My son had forgotten his big geometry project. And I'd had to physi- 
cally remove the keyboard from the computer to keep my daughter 
from spending most of her waking hours on moviestarplanet.com. At 
a loss for what to write, I went for a walk. As I passed the park near our 
house, I saw a little girl wearing a bright pink paper crown and giggling 
with her friends. One asked, “What time is it?” The little girl, com- 
pletely absorbed in the joy of walking home from school with friends 
on a gloriously sunny afternoon, started to laugh. “It’s 200 o'clock!” 

When my sister was gone, I thought, for her sake, I would remember 
to live the rest of my days with that same fragile and humble grace, as if 
it were always 200 o'clock, knowing that one day, I, too, would be gone. 
I even began to wear her watch every day to remind myself. I still do. 

But I soon forgot. 

I sit on one of the hard wooden chairs in the meditation room. Tara 
Brach is talking again. “Sometimes it’s as if we're racing to the finish 
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line our whole lives, skimming the surface and never dropping into life, 
as if life is a problem to be solved rather than a mystery to be lived,” she 
says. The way back into life, she says, is, first, to breathe. 

One evening when my kids were younger, | was outside weeding 
the infernal gravel while they bounced with sheer delight on the tram- 
poline. “Mommy, come jump with us!” they'd cried. “In a minute,” I 
kept saying. “Just let me finish weeding.” It was a time, before this jour- 
ney began, when I used to routinely ask myself, “What do I need to do 
before I can feel okay?” And then I'd run through a never-ending men- 
tal list. That evening, with a familiar sense of vague panic rising, I felt 
compelled to finish at least one thing, the weeding, on that long list. 
Lost in my churning thoughts, I didn’t notice the sun go down. Or hear 
my kids go inside. When I looked up again, the sky was dark, the yard 
still covered in weeds, and I was alone. I have often thought back to 
that moment with such regret. 

One rainy Sunday, not long after the retreat, the kids and I made 
soup together. The kitchen was a mess. I immediately began to tackle 
the sink, which was clogged with vegetable peels and dirty dishes. Tessa 
sat on the window seat in the family room to watch the rain pour down. 

“Mom, let’s have lunch,” she said. 

“Tm doing the dishes right now.” 

“Come on, Mom, let’s take a break together.” 

“In a minute. Just let me get these dishes done.” 

“Mom. Come over.” 

It was the third time that hit me. Just stop, I thought. Stop right 
now. I took a breath. Now, I thought. I can feel okay right now. Here, I 
thought. Here is the best place to be. I keep forgetting, but right now 
I remember. I remember that life will be over quickly and that this is 
an amazingly beautiful day. 

I poured myself some of the soup we’d just made, left the mess in 
the kitchen sink, and sat across from Tessa on the window seat. Liam 
came to join us. I didn’t yip at them about chores or homework or 
things to do. We just sat together on the window seat. Eating soup. 
Watching the rain. 
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Time is the coin of your life. You spend it. Do not allow others 
to spend it for you. —Carl Sandburg 


Work 


Time is power. Don’t give yours away. 

Doing good work, having quality time for family and meaningful 
relationships, and the space to refresh the soul is about having a 
good life. It has never been just a “mommy issue.” And it’s about 
so much more than getting the hang of the latest time manage- 
ment system. It’s about equity. It’s about quality of life. It’s about 
state of mind. It’s about human rights. 

Retire the ideal worker norm. Kiss nonproductive butt-in-chair 
face-time goodbye. Change workplace culture, performance stan- 
dards, and the way we manage. Managing the overwhelm is 
about more than putting a few policies on the books or punting 
to the Human Resources Department or coming up with a new 
“women’s initiative” to stem the tide of talented and educated 
women and men leaving rigid organizations because they want to 
do good work and also want to be active caregivers or live full 
lives. It’s the antiquated organizations that need to change, offering 
flexible work arrangements for all, training managers in com- 
monsense family-supportive behaviors, and leading from the top 
by example. 

Ambiguity is the enemy in the workplace that fuels the over- 
whelm. Define your mission. Set clear parameters and performance 
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measures to lay out how much is enough. When is it good enough? 
And how will you know? Communicate. Adjust. 

Reimagine career trajectories, replacing steep, narrow one-way 
ladders with lattices, broad fields with meandering paths that 
wind through them. Think fluidity. Could we create sine curves, 
career tracks of intensity and pullback, for both men and women? 
As a working mother friend of mine said, “If there are on-ramps 
back into the workplace for disgraced politicians like Eliot Spitzer, 
then why not for parents?” 

Understand the neuroscience of how humans work best: pulsing 
between periods of intense concentration of typically no more 
than ninety mintues, and breaks to completely change the channel. 
Embrace the restorative power of vacation. Allow knowledge 
workers to daydream or noodle around with an idea without fear 
of failure. 

Draw on the science of human motivation first by giving workers 
a fair salary and benefits, then allowing them to have greater au- 
tonomy, a sense of purpose, and the ability to become masterful 
at what they do. 

Working in a new way does not mean working less. It means 
working smart. It means a healthier work environment and 
healthier employees, reduced health-care costs, reduced turnover 
costs, and reduced absenteeism. It means more innovation, cre- 
ativity and, heavens, even profits. 

Understand that implicit bias—that men = career, women = 
home—is alive and well in you and others and is simply the way 
your brain works. Train it to overcome automatic stereotypes by 
changing the story and exposing yourself to men and women 
who do good work, are loving caregivers, and make time to re- 
fresh their souls. Managers, understand the power of “micro- 
affirmations.” Gestures of inclusion and caring, graceful listening, 
generosity, giving credit to others, and offering fair, specific, and 
timely feedback are small but effective measures to counter un- 
conscious bias. 

Overwhelm is a product of lack of control and unpredictability 
and the anxiety that both produce. Learn from workplaces that 
have creatively embraced a new way of working and a healthier 
workplace culture. Find what works best for your organization, 


APPENDIX: DO ONE THING 281 


whether it involves using scheduling software to give hourly 
workers more say in their work shifts, becoming a results-only 
work environment with Sludge Eradication sessions, instituting 
flexibility in time, manner, and place of work, or bounding work 
time with predictable hours. Use consultants. Use a design firm. 
Find a way to change. 

Know thyself. Even if your workplace culture isnt about to 
change, know how you work best. Are you a separator? Integra- 
tor? Segmenter? At some point we all switch from one to the 
other. Discover and refine your own “flexstyle.” Create teams, 
networks, and islands of sanity and support within your organi- 
zation. Clarify your own mission, battle ambiguity, and commu- 
nicate it both up and down the line. 

Understand the story that drives your flavor of “not enough.” No- 
tice it. Get clear about how you define success, what you want, 
and your time horizon. As Steve Jobs said, “Your time is limited, 
so don't waste it living someone else’s life.” 

If you work in an insane ideal worker workplace and don’t plan to 
leave, know that by not conforming, you are threatening. When 
others hurl sludge your way, remember the magic words: “What 
do you need?” 

What kind of family policies would work best for America? We 
don’t really know. We've never had a substantive discussion. It’s 
time to have one now. A good place to start: paid leave, short or 
flexible work hours, and good part-time jobs with benefits. A cul- 
ture that expects both mothers and fathers to take parental leave. 
Affordable, accessible, high-quality early-childhood-education 
programs for all. Let’s train the people who care for and work with 
our children and pay them more than parking lot attendants. 
School days, school years, and high-quality, creative before- and 
after-school programs that mesh more seamlessly with parents’ 
work time, which, ideally and where possible, will be more flexi- 
ble. Let’s talk to one another across divides, let’s listen, let’s accept 
that there has never been one right way to do anything. And let’s 
start small. 

Let’s reclaim the phrase “family values” to mean families setting 
their own priorities about what’s important and the lives they all 
want to lead together. 
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Let’s air out the word “feminist” and remember what it has al- 
ways truly meant: a quest for the personhood of women. 

Take time to think about what you really want to accomplish in 
your life and what’s most important to do. Schedule time for that 
in your day first. 

Remember most of your to-do list will never get done and a lot of 
it belongs in “the other 5 percent” column anyway. 

Plan. Do. Review. Find a system to manage the activities you 
choose to do in time that works for you. Create routines. Auto- 
mate. Cut down on the number of small decisions you have to 
make in a day, reserving your willpower for the big decisions you 
really do need your full brain power to make. 

Choose ONE thing that’s most important to do every day. 
CHUNK your time. Multitasking makes you stupid. Work in 
concentrated blocks of time with regular breaks, and fit in the 
5 percent stuff-of-life crap after you’ve made time for what's 
important. 

Unplug. Set reasonable parameters for using instant communica- 
tion and technology. Sometimes an e-mail at 3 a.m. is critical, but 
usually it’s not. Stop the “cycle of responsiveness” that makes 
work feel intense and unending. 


Love 


Banish ambivalence. Know that society's ambivalence about 
working mothers, caring fathers, changing gender roles, chang- 
ing workplace, and dismissal of leisure time feeds your own guilt 
and ambivalence. Know that humans have evolved to conform 
and fit in with the group. And know that right now, the group 
isn't clear on what it wants you to do. That means you have to be 
clear about what you want, make your choices, recognize when 
they're constrained, and own them. Embrace whatever it is you're 
doing, whatever you've chosen, with passion and see where it 
leads. Then adapt as you go. 

Let’s be HUMAN, recognize that industrial-age gender roles are 
outdated, and agree that it’s good for people, for society, for hu- 
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manity, for both men and women to be free to be educated, to 
work, to follow passions, and to raise children in whatever man- 
ner works best for each family. 

Check your unconscious bias. Are you favoring the male part- 
ner’s career for fear he would suffer more if he left the workplace 
or cut back? Make the bias conscious. Question whether it’s true. 
Talk. Fight. Make decisions together. 

Recognize that what happens when the first baby comes home 
from the hospital is critical: You will be setting patterns of living 
and being that will be harder to break later. This is when the de- 
mands of the ideal mother are tugging the hardest. This is when 
the gatekeeping urge to keep husband and others away is strongest. 
While your biology is indeed at work, so is your culture. Your part- 
ner or spouse's biology is just as clearly at work. Share care. That 
means Mom needs time away. And Dad needs to fly solo, not just 
be the “helper” or the “fun” parent. if solo parental leave is not pos- 
sible, set up your own informal parental leave for Dad. Saturday 
morning. Sunday afternoon. And Dad, you do it all—diapers, 
dishes, bottles. The confidence and competence you develop will 
change your relationship with your children and your spouse, 
and your family’s relationship with time. 

Find Your Own Private Netherlands. 

Recognize how critical involved fathers are. 

Create family systems and automate routines to cut down on ar- 
guing, nagging, and resentment. Share the load. As a family, fig- 
ure out what needs to be done to keep the house and your lives 
running. Set standards that everyone can agree to. Then divide 
the load fairly, making sure your sons and daughters do equal 
work. Monitor. Assess. Keep working at it. Do NOT sigh, gripe, 
moan, and do it all yourself, muttering and resentful the whole 
time. 

Alloparents. Ask for and accept the help of loving alloparents. 
Create a network of support. Find creative solutions together. 
Park the helicopter. You don’t have to do everything on your own 
and better than everyone else. As Kathy Maserie said, “Love your 
kids. Keep them safe. Accept them as they are. ‘Then get out of 
their way.” 
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Seek not to hover and push achievement, but help your children 
develop resilience, perseverance, and grit. That means letting 
them follow little inklings that may—or may not—develop into 
passions. And letting them make mistakes. 

Happiness first. Happiness breeds success and achievement. The 
converse is not necessarily true. 

Teach your children to count their blessings, to be grateful. 

Give your kids time and space to do nothing, or just notice the 
shape of clouds. Get them outside. Let them, when you can, roam. 
And give yourself the same gift of time and space. Share mo- 
ments of connection, have meals together, put the smartphone 
down and be there. 

Recognize that children do, indeed, grow quickly. And that the 
moment to stop and notice and enjoy is now. And now. And now. 
Keep it simple. Live within your means. Buy only stuff that you 
need, and find a place for it. (I know, I know, the budget. We're 
working on it.) 

Put down the expert books. Declare the mommy wars over— 
we've all been on the same side in search of the good life all 
along. Trust yourself. Create supportive networks of like-minded 
parents. As Dr. Benjamin Spock said, you know more than you 
think you do. 

Encourage your sons to babysit. Both men and women are, bio- 
logically, “naturals” when it comes to caring for children. It’s just 
that the culture has always expected and given women the time to 
become good at it. 


Play 


Understand that, for women, there never has been a history or 
culture of leisure or play, unless you consider sweeping, making 
cheese, churning butter, quilting, and knitting your kind of fun. 
It will take effort and strain to allow yourself time to play. Make 
the effort. Find a group like Mice at Play or create your own. Try 
belly dancing. Take a walk. You'll be more likely to do it if you 
have a group or friends to be accountable to. Be subversive! 
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Before vacation or a period of free, unstructured leisure time, re- 
ally think about what you'd like to experience and how you'd like 
to feel, and even write it down. Being conscious of how you want 
your time to feel, and putting it on your agenda, makes it more 
likely that it will actually happen. 

Remind yourself that play is useful. Humans need it. Give your- 
self permission to do it. Take a playful state of mind with you to 
work and also have it at home. Be more curious than afraid. Find 
time to wonder and be in awe. Encourage your preteen daughters 
to stay playful. 

Light a candle. Like the Danes, bring some hygge into your life. 
Take a shower with a pink pig. 

Don't wait until the dust bunnies are gone and the fridge is full to 
share time with friends. Spaghetti and ketchup and good hearts 
will do. 

Be silent every day. Even if that means taking five breaths. Being 
mindful for less than a half hour a day will, literally, expand your 
brain. 

Try something new, get out of your comfort zone, and challenge 
yourself to get into flow. 

Believe in yourself. Practice the Jedi Mind Tricks: Have masterful 
experiences. Find role models and mentors. Listen to and be per- 
suaded by positive words and encouragement. And get a grip. 
Cultivate a “growth” mind-set to try new things and believe in 
change. 

Not sure what you want or where you want to go? Find an active- 
listening partner. Take time to become clear about your current 
reality and your goals. Once you've become clearer about the gap 
between the two, let your brain go to work imagining creative 
solutions about how to bridge it. 

Carry around a notebook or have a note-taking function on a 
smartphone, to capture the inspirations and aha! moments that 
hit at the oddest times, when your nose is not to the grindstone. 
Give your brain a rest. Get out of your head and into your body, 
your breath, or the moment. Women, especially, are prone to ru- 
minating and worrying. Notice the thoughts without judgment, 
choose to think in a different way, and rewire your brain. Ask for 
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help and delegate. Write the to-do list in an enormous brain 
dump, then give yourself permission not to do it all. Take five 
minutes to pour the clutter of anxieties into a Worry Journal. 
Uncontaminate your time. 

Shorten your time horizon. What if we really did live like we're 
dying? How would that change what you view as important and 
the choices you make tor what to do with your time? Try it. 
Banish busyness. 

Live an authentic life. 
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